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Philippe Descola is a leading French anthropologist, one of the initiators of the
ontological turn, who has studied the native cultures of Amazonia and discussed
major theoretical questions of different epistemological regimes. His magnum opus is
Beyond Nature and Culture (2014) but the short article “Human Natures” serves as a
handy introduction to his main ideas. In this brief essay I will discuss how Descola’s
work is related to folkloristics and how current folkloristic methodology can
complement some debates in ontological anthropology.

As Regina Bendix has shown, the search for “authenticity” gained ground in the
intellectual climate of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe (1997).
Romanticism inspired interest and admiration for the largely unknown oral
traditions of the peasantry living in close contact with nature. The Enlightenment
supported scientific thinking, Eurocentrism, industrialization, technological
innovation, and urbanization—all the big changes that shifted the world away from
the “little traditions” of peasant communities which seemingly had no future. The
fundamental binary oppositions of modernism—object and subject, nature and
culture, material world and society—are entangled with these dominant ideologies
that shaped the humanities. One of the distinctive features of this new discipline
was interest in language and languages as the basic condition of humanity.
Prominent intellectuals, such as Johann Gottfried von Herder, Jacob Grimm,
Wilhelm Grimm, and Max Miiller had a role to play in establishing the tenet that
language is the main instrument of thinking and communication. Hence, philology
appeared as a valid method to study remote cultures.
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The colonized world of the nineteenth century displayed a rich variety of
languages and cultures, and amazing differences between “primitive peoples,”
supposedly still living like Stone-Age cave men, and civilized Westerners. Philippe
Descola’s short article setves as an excellent introduction to the predicaments of
modernist approaches, and to animism and naturalism as two distinct ontologies.
Peoples with animist thinking “endow plants, animals, and other elements of their
physical environment with a subjectivity of their own,” and believe that non-
humans “possess social characteristics” (Descola 2011: 19). For them, nature and
society are inextricably linked. The naturalist thinking of Westerners is hardly
compatible with the egalitarian and holistic outlook of animists. Naturalism
presumes a major split between nature and humanity, and only the latter is endowed
with subjectivity and sociability. Whereas our bodily substance is “natural,”
comparable with the genetic structure of animals, insects, and other living creatures,
our consciousness, morals, and language make us humans unique. Hence, there is a
hidden conflict between our physically determined animality and culturally shaped
humanity. As Descola shows, “human nature” in Western culture is an oxymoron,
but makes more sense in non-Western traditionalist ontologies, where there is no
division between humans and nature because they share similar psychological
dispositions.

Fortunately, Descola not only theorizes on different ontological regimes, but
also offers some empirical examples. He starts his article with a story, recorded at
the beginning of the twentieth century by a missionary, Father Emile Kemlin, who
lived among the Reungao people in central Vietnam (Descola 2011: 11-12). The
story is about a woman named Oih, who saved a tiger, who had a bone stuck in his
throat. Later the women dreamed of the tiger and agreed to enter a kind of father—
daughter relationship with him. From then on, the thankful tiger started to provide
meat—wild boar, deer, or roe—to Oih. Descola sees the story as a typical case of
ascribing “human-like behavior to animals and plants,” as shared by many peoples
of the world. As he notes, such events as the one that happened to Oih, “are said
to take place nowadays, not in a distant mythical past” (12), which leads us to think
that for the Reungaos it must be a true story. In addition, Descola designates
narratives such as the one about Oih as vaguely an “anecdote” (11). And this is the
point where the folkloristic and anthropological perspectives diverge. Years ago
Alan Dundes criticized Claude Lévi-Strauss for his “appalling ignorance” because
he failed to make a distinction between basic folk narrative genres such as myth,
folktale, and legend (1997). Does the same problem of overlooking the differences
between genres continue in French anthropology? And does it matter?

Anecdotes in folkloristics generally means “personal legends” (Brunvand 1998:
216) —narratives about famous or locally known individuals. Anecdote as a genre
category means that the story is claimed to be true but does not necessarily have a
factual grounding. Hence, even if the story about Oih was told as a true story to
Father Kemlin, Descola with his use of genre terminology undermines its truth
value. Discrepancy and mismatch between analytical and ethnic genre categories is
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one of the major challenges of post-colonial folkloristics, but there is another
epistemological problem regarding the beautiful story of Oih’s friendship with the
tiger. Descola criticizes the symbolic and metaphoric rendering of such stories,
although animist peoples “know perfectly well the difference between a figurative
and a literal statement” (2011: 13). But how can we read the minds of individuals
whom we have never met, and who are separated from us by a huge cultural and
temporal gap? Is it a good idea to accept stories just as stories, as discursive
expressions without considering their possible symbolism, poetics, and the
cognitive discord between fact and fiction? Why do we suppose that stories about
animals who talk or behave like humans express genuine belief, if they are told by
“indigenous” peoples? As they often live in a close relationship with nature, they
should know the animals and their habits better than we do. Why do we think that
human-like animals in Western folklore belong to a fantasy world? True, some
scholars have interpreted such folk tales as “survivals” from the pre-historic and
pre-rational age. For example, according to John MacCulloch, “the talking animals
in all folk-tales descend from an age when it was one of the commonplaces of
thought and belief that animals did and could talk, and were, in effect, nothing but
men and women in animal shape” (1905: 38).

Recently, as several times before, I read the Estonian adaptation of the Grimms’
fairy tale the “The Town Musicians of Bremen” to my 10-year old daughter Laura
and to our cat Murri, who both listened attentively. This is one of Laura’s favourite
stories and she often has observations that we discuss together. The other day she
asked, why the donkey, dog, cat, and rooster are called the town musicians of
Bremen, even though they never reached Bremen. Another evening we found a
photo in Wikipedia of the statue of the town musicians in Bremen as evidence that
they are famous in Bremen. Isn’t it a tradition in Western culture to dedicate
monuments to historical figures? And then we discussed another remarkable
element in the tale: the fact that all the animals and the rooster can talk among
themselves, but the humans—their former masters and the robbers—do not
understand their language. Why? Our cat could have explained this, but remained
silent.

What I want to say here is that epistemological questions, how we understand
the storyworld in relationship to lived reality, are far from simple. Animals belong
to both worlds. Making a distinction between humor, factuality, and fiction is
sometimes both impossible and irrelevant. On other occasions such judgments
about veracity can be of the utmost importance, because stories can affect our
decisions and the steps we take in real life. Therefore, discussion about belief,
disbelief, factuality, and fiction does matter, it should not be simplified in
scholarship, even though there is a lot of uncertainty about stoties, utterances, and
words—the subtle material that we use for building shared realities. Folklorists are
provided with skills and tools for a thorough analysis of verbal expressivity and
cognitive modalities that we call genres—frames and modes of communication and
thought. Likewise, we are provided with knowledge of what to do with stories—
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how to analyze them, make sense of them and how to see their connections with
intertexts, related genres, and narrating situations. We need to share this knowledge
with our neighboring disciplines, even though mutual understanding is often not
easy. I remember participating in an anthropological conference about the cultures
and ethnic identities of North East India where I gave a paper on the mythic
narratives that outline the vernacular geographies and place-lore of the Assamese
people. In the subsequent discussions one of the social anthropologists expressed
his disappointment that I paid too much attention to stories, whereas it was
important to study social facts—whatever that means. At another conference on
the study of religion, I was asked why I complicate matters and differentiate
between oral narrative genres. Wouldn’t it be much easier just to talk about
“narratives” and “discourses”? Aren’t these analytical tools sufficient to discuss the
stories that people share? I do not think so. What is at stake is our scholarly
endeavor to reach a more nuanced understanding of peoples, expressive modalities,
and worldviews. We should bypass neither epistemic complications in the field, nor
the complexities of multi-dimensional and ambiguous modes of expression. The
colonial template of the supremacy of scientific over magical thought can be as
misleading as can belief in major differences between the ways Westerners and the
“indigenous” peoples think and speak. Why do we assume that their world is
uniform and their stories are straightforward and simple? Are we still looking for
“authentic” wotldviews that have not been contaminated by modernity?

Fortunately, according to Descola the picture is not so black and white, the great
divide between Us and Them is not as big as often imagined, and Descola’s critical
reflectivity of the ontological regimes that he outlines—of animism, totemism,
analogism, and naturalism—make his works thought-provoking. His works
encourage us to look for non-modernist ontologies not only among “exotic”
peoples but also among ourselves. Last summer I made interviews in Estonia with
some hobby archaeologists and nature guides whose relationship with earth, water,
wind, and the whole living world can be characterized as personal, even intimate. 1
heard them reflecting on their encounters with the powers of nature that sounded
utterly animist. It is impossible to find a wind deity in traditional Estonian folklore,
but it appears that today wind has acquired agency and perhaps even personhood
in vernacular belief. In the personal experience stories of hobby archaeologists wind
ceased to be a simple atmospheric phenomenon or a discursive element in daily
weather forecasts, as we usually know it. A sudden gust of wind could have
intentionality and carry personal messages, such as warning or even a threat,
particularly in extraordinary moments when people encounter something
ineffable—the supernatural or otherworldly.

Descola’s work has enabled me to think of animism as an integral part of
contemporary Western thinking. Talking animals appear in European fairy-tales,
literature, and films, and it is not surprising that new research is emerging today on
the communication between animals, birds, insects, and even plants. Modernity
built several boundaries—between the Westerners and indigenous peoples, and
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between nature and humanity. It turned natural environment into a material
resource to be exploited, but today the graveness of this mistake is becoming clear
to everyone. Response of the abused and wounded nature cannot be ignored. And
yet it makes sense to keep asking questions—about factuality and fiction, plain
speech and metaphors, truth and imagination, both among ourselves and among
other peoples. The others might not be so different from us at all, and the imaginary
boundaries between the disciplines, such as folkloristics and anthropology, can
easily be overcome. Yet, thinking of differences in thinking makes sense.
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