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Abstract. Anthropocentric and dualistic frameworks have long shaped Western conceptions of the

relationship between humans and the material world. Central to this tradition is Cartesian dualism,

which conceptualised nature as inert matter governed by mechanistic laws and positioned human reason

as ontologically distinct from, and superior to, the material world. While this model became founda-

tional for Western naturalism, it has been challenged by the ontological and material turns, which reject

the assumption of matter as passive and inert. This essay examines the relational ontologies of Gilles

Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Bruno Latour, and Philippe Descola, as well as approaches within new

animism articulated by Graham Harvey and Tim Ingold. Emphasising relationality, movement, and

becoming through concepts such as assemblages, networks, and meshworks, these perspectives reject

anthropocentric and static ontologies. In doing so, they provide a conceptual framework for rethinking

human participation within a dynamic, more-than-human world. This orientation may be crucial for

addressing the inadequacy of anthropocentric ontologies in relation to contemporary ecological chal-

lenges.

Introduction

So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and

female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in

number; fill the earth and subdue it. (Genesis 1.28)

The relationship between humans and the material world is firmly established in the opening lines

of the Old Testament. This anthropocentric understanding of the human–nature relationship is deeply

embedded in Western thought, as articulated by early Enlightenment thinkers such as René Descartes.

According to Damasio (2006), Descartes advanced a mechanistic conception of nature in which the

natural world functioned as a machine governed by mathematical laws. Central to this framework

was Cartesian dualism, articulated in Meditations on First Philosophy (Descartes, 1641/1996), which

separated mind (res cogitans) from body and matter (res extensa), positioning human reason as distinct

from – and superior to – the material world. Within this model, nature appeared inert and devoid of

intrinsic agency (Damasio, 2006).

Other Enlightenment thinkers, such as Denis Diderot, found Cartesian dualism problematic. Diderot

argued that all matter was likely instinct with life and challenged the philosophical notion that matter

was passive. As discussed by Durant (1927), Diderot maintained that matter possessed “an inher-

ent vitality and speculated on the continuity between living and non-living matter” (p. 253; see also

Diderot, 1753/1999). One could argue that Diderot’s insights anticipated elements of the ontological

and material turn, which emerged as critiques of Western naturalism and dualistic frameworks. This
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shift, often described as a turn to ontology, has challenged the anthropocentric worldview of Western

naturalism and invited scholars to explore the nature of the relationship between human persons and

other-than-human persons – a term coined by psychologist and anthropologist Irving Hallowell (1960).

He introduced this concept to challenge traditional understandings of personhood and to situate hu-

mans within a larger-than-human community (Astor-Aguilera & Harvey, 2018, p. 2).

This essay will discuss the turns to ontology and relational personhood through a review of se-

lected theoretical frameworks and ideas developed by philosophers and anthropologists Gilles Deleuze

and Félix Guattari, Bruno Latour, and Philippe Descola. These theoretical frameworks have influ-

enced new animistic approaches, advanced by scholars such as Graham Harvey and Tim Ingold (e.g.,

Harvey, 2013; Ingold, 2000). Together, these thinkers present alternative ontologies that challenge

anthropocentrism and invite a rethinking of humanity’s place within an interconnected and dynamic

world. By decentering the human, their ideas establish an ontological framework for fostering more

sustainable and ethical relationships with the Earth and other-than-human persons.

Part 1. The Ontological Turn

When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the

universe (Muir 1911, p. 110)1.

1.1 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari: Rhizomes and Assemblages

In the introduction to Deleuze and Guattari’s seminal work Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophre-

nia, Mark Seem characterizes their project as an effort to overturn the “Oedipal rock on which Man

has chosen to take his stand” and argues that Anti-Oedipus can be read as a sequel to Nietzsche’s The

Antichrist (1895), in which Nietzsche launches a polemical critique of Christ, Christianity, and what

he identifies as herd mentality (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983, p. xvi).

Deleuze and Guattari’s critique is directed at the humanities and social sciences, which they argue

exhibit an unconscious bias toward placing the “figure of Man” behind every social phenomenon,

in much the same way that Christianity hierarchically positions God in relation to humanity, and

humanity in relation to the rest of the world. According to Deleuze and Guattari, this approach

projects a constructed image of reality at the expense of reality itself. By focusing on fixed categories

and representations, such frameworks prevent us from perceiving the forces and flows that constitute

the dynamic and ever-changing nature of existence (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983, p. xx). Explicitly, Seem

explains in his introduction that Deleuze and Guattari call for humanity to shed “all anthropocentric

and anthropological armoring, all myth and tragedy, and all existentialism, in order to perceive what is

nonhuman in man – his will and his forces, his transformations and mutations” (Deleuze & Guattari,

1983, p. xx).

In A Thousand Plateaus, their follow-up to Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari reject the notion

of essential, independent entities and instead conceive of the world as constituted by flow and flux –

always shifting and emerging. In this work, they develop the concepts of rhizomes and assemblages

as metaphors for conceptualizing the processes that constitute reality. A rhizome, a type of plant

stem that grows horizontally and serves as a storage organ for nutrients, functions as a metaphor for

understanding complex, interconnected systems that have no beginning or end (Deleuze & Guattari,

1987, p. 25). A rhizome lacks a central root or hierarchical structure; any point of a rhizome can and

must be connected to anything else. It is a multiplicity, meaning that it does not exist as a singular

entity but rather as a system of interconnected parts. Always in motion, the rhizome also embodies

what Deleuze and Guattari call “lines of flight,” which function as pathways for creativity and change.

Lines of flight ensure that the rhizome continues to evolve by escaping established boundaries. Deleuze

and Guattari draw on the French word fuite for “flight,” which connotes flowing, leaking, fleeing, and

1Muir, John. 1911. My First Summer in the Sierra. Boston: Houghton Mifflin
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eluding (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. xvi). Through these movements of escape, lines of flight do not

follow a preordained path but instead generate new trajectories (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 9).

Assemblages are ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, including people, ideas, emotions, and even

intangible forces such as power or desire. An assemblage is not a fixed or bounded entity but rather

a dynamic, non-hierarchical network that is constantly forming and reforming through interactions

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, pp. 3–4). Assemblages emerge and dissolve as part of ongoing processes

composed of multiple lines and interactions. These lines represent structures, boundaries, and territories

within an assemblage, providing order and shaping how its components are stratified or segmented.

The interplay of lines and flows gives the assemblage its form and functionality. At the same time,

lines of flight disrupt established structures, pushing components toward new possibilities and enabling

assemblages to change and transform (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, pp. 3–4).

The metaphors of the rhizome and the assemblage encourage us to approach the world as composed

of multiplicities, forces, and relationships rather than fixed categories and identities. For Deleuze and

Guattari, the world is always in a process of becoming, making it impossible to define anything –

including ontologies – as singular, permanent, or uniform. In this sense, their framework also entails

decentering of the human. Jane Bennett, a key figure within new materialism, draws on Deleuze and

Guattari’s ideas in her book Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things to illustrate the limitations

of human-centered theories. She argues that their “radically decentered, posthuman ontology has

removed humans from the ontological apex” (Bennett, 2010, pp. 21–24).

1.2 Bruno Latour and Actor-Network Theory (ANT)

Bruno Latour, a French philosopher, sociologist, and anthropologist, is another central figure in the

rethinking of human–nature relationships associated with the ontological turn. InWe Have Never Been

Modern (1993) and Politics of Nature (2004), Latour challenges the notion of “nature” as a static and

objective domain, emphasizing instead the relational entanglements of human and other-than-human

actors. At the heart of Latour’s ontology is Actor–Network Theory (ANT), which conceptualizes agency

as distributed across heterogeneous networks in which humans and other-than-human co-constitute one

another. According to Latour, an actor in ANT is defined semiotically as anything that modifies a state

of affairs by making a difference within a network (Latour, 1993). Essentially, an actor can be a human,

animal, object, or concept that is capable of influencing or modifying a network. The central idea is

that agency is not exclusive to humans but is shared and distributed across networks. Whether an actor

is able or unable to act depends on the links and connections it establishes with other actors within

the network. Actors in Actor–Network Theory are not fixed entities; networks never fully stabilise but

instead continually transform as new actors are added and others disappear (Latour, 1996, p. 373).

According to Latour, the term network (French réseau), as he employs it, can be traced back to

Denis Diderot, whom Latour credits with introducing an ontological dimension to the concept. For

Latour, Diderot articulates a genetic logic – or formation – of the network that transcends Cartesian

dualism, presenting a mode of existence in which materiality and agency are intertwined, thereby

overcoming the opposition between matter and spirit (Latour, 1996, p. 370; Diderot, 1753/1999).

For Latour, networks are constituted through the ongoing interactions and transformations of their

components: “A network is not a thing but the recorded movement of a thing. It is the trace left

behind by some moving agent” (Latour, 1996, p. 370). A network is thus not a static entity but one

that both traces and inscribes the relations and movements that constitute it. Constantly in flux, it is

shaped by relational processes rather than by intrinsic properties (Latour, 1996, p. 372).

With Actor–Network Theory (ANT), Latour advances a relational perspective in which entities

are defined by their connections and interactions rather than by intrinsic properties. He proposes a

“parliament of things,” a collective assembly in which both human and other-than-human actors are

brought together in an open and experimental manner, allowing for public debate about the associations

they form and the new entities they create (Latour, 2004, pp. 144–145). Latour’s vision of a parliament

of things thus radically rethinks democracy by integrating other-than-human entities as legitimate

participants within a larger-than-human community.
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Part 2. Relational Ontology and New Animism

That the universe is a communion of subjects rather than a collection of objects is the

central commitment of the Ecozoic. Existence itself is derived from and sustained by this

intimacy of each being with every other being of the universe” (Swimme & Berry, 1992,

p. 243).

2.1 Tim Ingold: Parliament of lines and leaky things in the EWO

The anthropologist Tim Ingold is a central figure in contemporary discussions of relational ontology,

particularly as expressed within new animism, as discussed in The Handbook of Contemporary Ani-

mism (Harvey, 2013). In works such as Lines: A Brief History (2007) and Being Alive: Essays on

Movement, Knowledge and Description (2011), Ingold explores human life as a dynamic process and

argues that humans and their surroundings are continuously becoming, such that perception, action,

and environment are inseparably linked.

In Being Alive Without Objects (2013), Ingold argues that the history of Western thought has

been shaped by the Aristotelian hylomorphic model, in which form (morphē) is imposed through the

intention of an agent upon matter (hylē), understood as passive and receptive. Ingold contends that the

hylomorphic model continues to dominate Western thought, and that his project is to replace it with

an ontology that assigns primacy to the processes of formation and transformation of materials (Ingold,

2013, p. 214). This, he argues, is the ontology of animism, which he characterizes as “a heightened

sensitivity and responsiveness, in perception and action, to an environment that is in perpetual flux,

never the same from one moment to the next. In such an environment there are no objects to be

animated, only things” (Ingold, 2013, p. 214).

Ingold understands “things” in line with the philosophy of Martin Heidegger, according to which

a thing presents itself through its dynamic relationship with the world (Ingold, 2013, p. 215). He

illustrates this idea with the example of a kite: the kite must interact with the wind in order to

become a thing, defined by its movement and by its relationship with its environment. This relational

perspective rejects the notion that life is confined to inert objects with intrinsic properties and instead

locates it within the continuous circulation of materials that both shape and transform the forms of

things. This dynamic relationship can be conceived as an interweaving of the threads of life, in which

every participant traces its own line. Inspired by Latour’s Actor–Network Theory, Ingold refers to

these threads as a parliament of lines, understood as constitutive lifelines: “far from being contained

within (a knot), continually trailing beyond, only to mingle with other lines in other knots. Life, then,

is a series of lines of flight or lines of becoming,” which are not defined by connections between fixed

points but by their dynamic and open-ended movement (Ingold, 2013, p. 216).

For Ingold, our meeting with the world – or our participation with the thing in its thinging –

is not a matter of encountering objects, but of acts of approaching and entering. An environment

without objects (EWO) is not a material world composed of discrete entities, but a world of materials,

of matter in flux. Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari, he argues that whenever we encounter matter,

it is matter in movement and variation, and that such material flows can only be followed (Ingold,

2013, p. 220). Life in an EWO is therefore rooted in interconnected, dynamic flows of materials and

sensory awareness. This understanding of the EWO also informs and shapes Ingold’s view of animism.

Rather than viewing animism as a cognitive system or worldview, we should understand it “as a radical

alternative to hylomorphism, one that allows us to cast aside both the constricting finalities of form

and the dead weight of matter, and to welcome in their place the generativity of material flows and

the creativity of an improvisatory practice that is ever responsive to what is going on. Animism is not

about restoring agency to objects; it is about bringing things back to life” (Ingold, 2013, p. 225).
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2.2 Phillipe Descola’s ontological frameworks

Anthropologist Philippe Descola, in his seminal work Beyond Nature and Culture (2005), challenges the

fundamental Western opposition between nature and culture. By deconstructing the assumption that

nature and culture are separate realms, he argues that this dichotomy is culturally specific rather than

a universal truth. Descola presents four basic ontological regimes to advance his argument: animism,

totemism, naturalism, and analogism. Each of these ontologies is associated with how different societies

conceptualize relationships between humans and the non-human world2 (Descola, 2005).

– Animism is characterized by the attribution of human traits, or a continuity of souls, while main-

taining distinctions between physical forms. Within this framework, humans and non-human

share a similar interiority. Animistic ontology is prevalent among many Indigenous societies in

regions such as North and South America, Siberia, and Southeast Asia, where people estab-

lish personal and social relationships with plants, animals, and other elements of their physical

environment (Descola, 2013, p. 79).

– Totemism typically emphasizes continuity between humans and specific groups of non-human

entities through shared physical and moral properties. As commonly observed among Aboriginal

Australian societies, a totem for a group of humans is an animal or a plant, and all human

and non-human beings affiliated with it share certain general attributes – whether physical,

temperamental, behavioral, or otherwise (Descola, 2013, p. 82). These associations provide

symbolic and social structures that define group identities and moral responsibilities (Descola,

2013, p. 83).

– Analogism perceives the world as composed of fundamentally dissimilar entities that are nonethe-

less connected through correspondences or analogies. This framework is prevalent in traditions

that emphasize cosmological hierarchies or symbolic systems linking disparate elements of the

universe. Classical Chinese cosmology and medieval European thought, with their intricate ana-

logical frameworks, exemplify this ontology3 (Descola, 2013, p. 83).

– Naturalism is, according to Descola, the dominant ontology in modern Western thought. René

Descartes’ separation of mind and body provided the framework for the divide between interiority

and physicality that defines naturalism (Descola, 2005, pp. 174–176). Naturalism assumes a

fundamental difference in the material nature of humans and non-humans, whereby non-human

entities such as animals or objects lack the vitality, intentionality, or subjectivity attributed to

humans (Descola, 2005, p. 171).

Although Descola presents four distinct ontologies, he emphasizes that they are not mutually

exclusive and that, at a fundamental level, all four modes are inherently relational (Descola, 2013,

p. 78). The differences between them lie in how they structure relationships – whether through shared

interiority (animism), shared physicality (totemism), symbolic correspondences (analogism), or strict

separation between interiority and physicality (naturalism).

For Descola, being and identity thus emerge through networks of relationships rather than from

intrinsic properties alone. However, entities must still be understood as endowed with specific char-

acteristics that enable or constrain the kinds of relations they are capable of forming (Descola, 2013,

p. 78).

2While Descola employs “non-human” as an analytical category within his comparative framework, this
essay generally uses “other-than-human” to reflect a relational ontology aligned with new animism.

3Classical Chinese cosmology organizes reality through systems of correspondence such as yin–yang, which
link phenomena across domains (e.g., seasons, bodily organs, emotions, directions) without presupposing shared
substance. Medieval European thought also articulated cosmological hierarchies through frameworks such as
the Great Chain of Being and the microcosm–macrocosm analogy, in which ontologically distinct levels of reality
were connected symbolically rather than materially.
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2.2 From Anthropomorphising to Personhood: Graham Harvey and New Animism

Graham Harvey is a scholar of religious studies whose work has been central to contemporary anthro-

pological and religious discussions on animism and relational ontology. In works such as Animism:

Respecting the Living World (2006) and as the editor of The Handbook of Contemporary Animism

(2013) and Rethinking Relations and Animism: Personhood and Materiality (2018) as well as numer-

ous articles, Harvey explores the evolving understanding of animism. As he states, animism, with

its many uses, is a “hard working word” (2013, 1). What characterizes new animism, however, is its

emphasis on relationships themselves as the primary site of meaning and agency, such that persons

come into being through ongoing interactions, often across species boundaries (Harvey, 2013, p. 3).

In this sense, the shift from traditional animism to contemporary, or new, animism involves a move

away from anthropomorphism as a cognitive mechanism toward relational ontology as a framework

for understanding personhood. As Harvey puts it, “new animism is less about attributing life and/or

human likeness than it is about seeking better forms of personhood in relationships” (Harvey, 2006,

p. 16).

In classical animism, as theorized by early scholars such as Edward B. Tylor, animism was un-

derstood as a primitive religious category error, in which spirits or life were attributed to non-human

entities (Harvey, 2006, p. 6). This perspective was central to Tylor’s evolutionary model of human

development, in which religion functioned as a provisional survival mechanism that would eventually

disappear with the advance of objective scientific knowledge. Later scholars, such as Jean Piaget and

Sigmund Freud, built on these ideas by interpreting animism primarily as a form of anthropomorphism.

For Piaget, animism represented a developmental stage in childhood cognition, whereas for Freud it

functioned as a coping mechanism involving the ego’s projection of emotional impulses onto the external

world, as well as a form of wish fulfillment (Harvey, 2016, pp. 10–14).

Moving away from framing animism as mere projection, Harvey draws on the work of Irving Hal-

lowell and his ethnographic encounters with the Ojibwa of south-central Canada. For the Ojibwa,

the world is perceived as full of persons, “only some of whom are human” (Harvey, 2006, p. 17). To

be a person does not require human likeness; rather, humans are understood as one type of person

among many. Persons thus form a broader category encompassing subgroups such as human persons,

rock persons, and bear persons. In line with the ideas of Descola, Latour, and Deleuze and Guattari,

persons are understood as relational beings whose personhood is constituted through their interactions

with other persons. Personhood is therefore not limited to humans, animals, or plants, but may also

extend to places, locations, seasons, times, and cultural traditions such as myths and stories. These are

likewise encountered as living, other-than-human persons and treated as legitimate participants within

a larger-than-human community (Harvey, 2006, p. 19).

According to Graham Harvey, the tendency to impose our own ontological assumptions onto the

world around us has limited both our connection to it and our understanding of it. For Harvey, the in-

tersection of Indigenous ontologies, ecological thought, posthumanism, and new materialist approaches

provides a broader theoretical and practical framework for understanding animism. The concept of

animism thus opens up new avenues for rethinking human relationships with the natural world and for

engaging with relational ontologies. Harvey hopes that this renewal will encourage scholars and non-

scholars alike to “engage more fully with a world that might seem somewhat more diverse, somewhat

richer, and in some sense somewhat more animated” (Harvey, 2013, p. 11).

Conclusion

This essay has explored the rethinking of human–other-than-human relationships as part of the on-

tological turn. The works of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Bruno Latour, and Philippe Descola

articulate a relational ontology that is clearly expressed in new animism, as developed by scholars such

as Graham Harvey and Tim Ingold. These thinkers employ concepts such as non-human personhood,

participation, meshwork, networks, assemblages, and rhizomes, all of which emphasize the intercon-

nectedness of human and other-than-human relations. They reject static categories, fixed definitions,
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and stable identities in favor of dynamic processes of movement, change, and becoming. By decen-

tering the human, these perspectives transcend anthropocentrism and provide a creative framework

for understanding the complexity of entanglements within a larger-than-human community. Such a

paradigm shift may be crucial for developing forms of knowledge capable of addressing the multiple

crises facing the contemporary world – most notably, perhaps, the ecological crisis. As the saying goes,

no person is an island; the way forward may therefore lie in embracing relationality.

Indigenous perspectives have long recognized the vitality and agency of the material world. In Ba-

sic Call to Consciousness, the Haudenosaunee speak on behalf of Indigenous peoples of North America,

stating that “the things of the world are real, material things. The Creation is a true, material phe-

nomenon. . .We believe that man is real, a part of the Creation, and that his duty is to support life

in conjunction with the other beings” (Haudenosaunee, 2005, pp. 85–86). The relational ontology

presented in this essay not only affirms Indigenous worldviews but also reframes Western academic

approaches by emphasizing the interdependence and interconnected existence of beings across cultures.

The shift from Cartesian dualism – which Ingold argues remains the dominant paradigm – to relational

ontology invites a more integrative approach to understanding personhood, culture, and ecology. Con-

cepts such as other-than-human persons and the parliament of things promote an inclusive ecological

and ontological vision in which materiality and agency are central. Such a shift may transform our way

of being in the world, encouraging us to act as co-creators and caretakers working toward a sustainable

future for the larger-than-human community.
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