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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduction

In this essay I will critically compare Bird-David’s Animism Revisited: Personhood, Environment and Relational Epistemology (1999)[footnoteRef:1] and Harrild & Luke’s 2020 article An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology in Transpersonal Psychology Review.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Nurit Bird-David, ‘ ‘Animism’ Revisited: Personhood, Environment, and Relational Epistemology’, Current Anthropology, vol. 40.1 (1999), 67–97 <https://doi.org/10.1086/200061>.]  [2:  Freya Harrild and David Luke, ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’, Transpersonal Psychology Review, vol. 22 (2020), 1-15 <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341453879_An_evaluation_of_the_role_of_mystical_experiences_in_transpersonal_ecopsychology>. ] 


David Luke is an Associate Professor of Psychology at Greenwich University, and his scholarship includes what he dubs anomalous experiences,[footnoteRef:3] and altered states of consciousness. Luke is also an Honorary Senior Lecturer at the Centre for Psychedelic Research at Imperial College, London, with material such as ‘Anomalous Psychedelic Experiences At the Juncture of the Humanistic and Parapsychological’ and frequent contributions to synaesthesia research, especially as it relates to psychedelic use, to his name.[footnoteRef:4] Freya Harrild is a Bachelor of Science and works in the Greenwich University Department of Psychology & Counselling, this is her one publication to date.[footnoteRef:5]  Nurit Bird-David is professor of Anthropology at the University of Haifa, Israel, with much of her study centred around the Nayaka tribes of south India, with works including 2018’s Size matters! The scalability of modern hunter-gatherer animism.[footnoteRef:6]   [3:  David Luke, ‘David Luke’, ResearchGate (2021)  <https://www.researchgate.net/profile/David-Luke-2> (Accessed 01 November 2022).]  [4:  David Luke, ‘David Luke’.]  [5:  Freya Harrild, ‘Freya Harrild’, ResearchGate, <https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Freya-Harrild>  [Accessed 01 November 2022].]  [6:  Nurit Bird-David, ‘Nurit Bird-David’, Academia < https://haifa.academia.edu/NuritBirdDavid/Articles-in-Refereed-Journals> [Accessed 01 November 2022]. ] 


In order to properly introduce and contextualise the two papers’ critically compared here, and helping to clarify their subject matter, key contents, themes, and central statements, it may be useful to unpack the titles’ terminology and therefore also make apparent any potential theoretical perspectives and/or predispositions when combined with a brief consideration of their writers. 

There is no real catch-all definition for Epistemology.[footnoteRef:7] However, as Matthias Steup and Ram Neta ascertain, one unifying characteristic of epistemological research is that ‘in all […] cases, epistemology seeks to understand one or another kind of cognitive success (or, correspondingly, cognitive failure)’,[footnoteRef:8] with key contributors to epistemological philosophy including the likes of Plato, John Locke, Bertrand Russell, and Immanuel Kant.[footnoteRef:9] As such, ‘Personhood, Environment and Relational Epistemology’[footnoteRef:10] can be understood to centre its arguments around cultural definitions of ‘personhood’ and the cognitive effects of these definitions. In her paper, Bird-David uses ethnographic case studies of cultures that have previously been called ‘animistic’ in religion, such as, but not limited to, the Ojibwa of North America and Nayaka of India.[footnoteRef:11] Bird-David then analyses in what way do these cultures’ understandings of personhood stem from relationship and communication with, and knowledge of, the surrounding environment, and similarly, how do these concepts of personhood affect the aforementioned aspects of these cultures’ lives, such as Placing them within their world.  [7:  Matthias Steup and Ram Neta, ‘Epistemology’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2020 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.),  <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2020/entries/epistemology/>.]  [8:  Steup, Neta, ‘Epistemology’.]  [9:  Steup, Neta, ‘Epistemology’.]  [10:  Nurit Bird-David, ‘ ‘Animism’ Revisited: Personhood, Environment, and Relational Epistemology.’, Current Anthropology, vol. 40, no. S1, 1999, p. S67–91. <https://doi.org/10.1086/200061>.]  [11:  Bird-David, S67.] 


‘Transpersonal ecopsychology’ is defined by MacLean et al, cited by Harrild and Luke, as ‘the exploration of transcendent states within a natural context’.[footnoteRef:12] Harrild and Luke intend their paper to, as the title suggests, evaluate the extent and nature of, and effects of, various mystical experiences on this concept.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  MacLean et al, cited by Harrild and Luke, p. 2.]  [13:  Freya Harrild and David Luke, ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’, Transpersonal Psychology Review, vol. 22 (2020), 1-15 <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341453879_An_evaluation_of_the_role_of_mystical_experiences_in_transpersonal_ecopsychology>. ] 


Bird-David stated that the purpose of her article was to offer a ‘reformulation’ of the notion animism, a term first introduced by E.B Tylor (1832-1917) in his 1871 work Primitive Culture,[footnoteRef:14] and to Bird-David’s apparent frustration, a term that has seen little to no enrichment since.[footnoteRef:15] It is this, she expresses, that brings her to write her revision. She writes that anthropology only views animism as ‘simple religion and a failed epistemology’ because it is viewing it through ‘modernist perspectives’.[footnoteRef:16] As such, it is this thesis statement that she seeks to prove; and in doing so, liberating Animism from its modernist restraints and representing it holistically and ‘as a relational epistemology’,[footnoteRef:17] and thus, she concludes, more accurately. To do this, she revisits some of Tylor’s ethnographic case studies, paying particular attention to those done on the Nayaka of South India, frequently using verbatim quotations from members of these hunter-gatherer groups. Given that it was published in Current Anthropology, her piece’s audience is most likely predominantly academic, and anthropologically inclined.  [14:  Bird-David, S67.]  [15:  Bird David, S67.]  [16:  Bird-David, S67.]  [17:  Bird-David, S67.] 


The emergent themes of this comparative essay were: their successfulness – made up of their reliability or lack thereof, with analysis done on the evidence and writers themselves, and the extent to which they addressed their intentions effectively; their writing styles; their ideology of ecological experience being an integral factor in sculpting notions of Personhood; and their epistemological application.  

Discussion
One emergent similarity between the two texts is the supposed importance of ecological experience on development of individually and culturally defining Personhood. In Bird-David’s article, devaru (persons) are not ubiquitous to the Nayaka, but only arise out of experiential significance and are not thought into existence.[footnoteRef:18] She argues that these devaru are ‘dividual persons’, ‘born of the “affordances” of events in-the-world.’[footnoteRef:19] These, she goes on to write, are bound to the Nayaka’s consciousness as responsive to changes in the ecosystem of their communicative relationship as it is in the surrounding ecology and in relation to other devaru.[footnoteRef:20] Harrild and Luke, for their part, conclude that mystical experiences ‘are often triggered, or at the very least enhanced, by a natural setting’[footnoteRef:21] and that these experiences are, as will become clear in the next paragraph, vital to conception of the intrinsic and wider, relational, ecopsychological Personhood.[footnoteRef:22] [18:  Bird-David, S69.]  [19:  Bird-David, S68.]  [20:  Bird-David, S68-69.]  [21:  Harrild and Luke, p. 11.]  [22:  Harrild and Luke, p. 7.] 

This leads into another comparative element – the pieces’ epistemological application. Bird-David makes her paper’s epistemological inquiry clear from the outset in the title of the work, and in exploration of potential benefits of cultures such as the Nayaka’s knowledge of and relationship and communication with their environment, or relational epistemology, integral to the work’s outset and conclusion.[footnoteRef:23] Harrild and Luke’s is less immediately apparent, but is present in their claims for mystical experiences’ significant role in transpersonal ecopsychology, due to the effectiveness of which it encourages an ‘awakening’, transcending the self and ‘internalised societal boundaries to move towards a collective ecological ego.’[footnoteRef:24] This is comparable to Steup and Neta’s perceived unifying characteristic of epistemological research, with Harrild and Luke attempting to evidence how these mystical experiences prove to be a cognitive success,[footnoteRef:25] stating that:   [23:  Bird-David, S83.]  [24:  Harrild and Luke, p. 11. ]  [25:  Steup, Neta, ‘Epistemology’.] 

This transcendence positively affects psychological wellbeing and facilitates personal growth, enabling the individual to grow as a person and accept their place within the world and their relation to nature, ultimately dictating their future behaviour.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Harrild and Luke, p. 11.] 

It is the knowledge, suddenly imparted in these mystical experiences,[footnoteRef:27] that allows for this increase in ‘cognitive success’.[footnoteRef:28] Bird-David, in evidencing the broad epistemology of ‘animism’, is successful in her proving her thesis statement that by reframing it outside the dominant anthropological modernist scope it is relinquished from its label of ‘simple religion and failed epistemology’.[footnoteRef:29] Modernism, she argues, is not able to locate the notion of ‘we-ness’[footnoteRef:30] in its scientific vocabulary, with this unity being more philosophical than scientific terminology,[footnoteRef:31] likewise, Modernism would have us believe that the animistic cultures’ cognitively successful knowledge of their environment through knowledge of its inhabitant persons learnt via relationality, ‘must conform to our faculties of representation’,[footnoteRef:32] with the hypotheses of key philosophers like Hegel reducing it to ‘illusory’ subject-object relationships,[footnoteRef:33] thus rendering their successful epistemology, in the eyes of Modernism, impossible,[footnoteRef:34] as Bird-David initially set out to prove.  [27:  Harrild and Luke, p. 3.]  [28:  Steup, Neta, ‘Epistemology’]  [29:  Bird-David, S67.]  [30:  Bird-David, S73.]  [31:  Andrew Brook and Paul Raymont, ‘The Unity of Consciousness’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2021/entries/consciousness-unity/> [Accessed 13 November 2022].]  [32:  Gary Aylesworth, ‘Postmodernism’ (‘1.Precursors’), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2015 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/postmodernism/> [Accessed 13 November 2022].]  [33:  Aylelsworth, ‘Postmodernism’ (‘1. Precursors’).]  [34:  Aylesworth, ‘Postmodernism’ (‘1. Precursors’).] 

On the comparative successfulness of these works, Harrild and Luke set out to evaluate the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology. They do this by expansively defining transpersonal ecopsychology, noting various types and effects of mystical experiences, and assessing the extent to which mystical experiences affect it. Their approach is textual evaluation, presenting no ‘ethnographic example […] given to explore how […] ideas operate within the context of social practices, with attention to local constructions of a relational personhood and to its relationship with ecological perceptions of the environment’ as Bird-David presents.[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  Bird-David, S67.] 

The claims made in An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology are considerable, such as:
The more contact an individual has with nature, the less psychological stress experienced by the individual (Wells & Evans, 2003), therefore increasing positive mood, better enabling them to approach difficult life experiences. This positive psychological functioning is associated with improved cognitive ability (Mayer, Franz, Bruelhman-Senacal & Dloiver, 2009), further implicating nature in the growth of an individual.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Harrild and Luke, p. 7.] 

and while: if the reader follows the thread of cited works, are not necessarily Harrild and Luke’s own claims, and are not necessarily unfounded, the fact that there is a glaring lack of quotational evidence presented within this paper with resulting deceptively sudden leaps of judgement, hurried turnover of large quantities of texts, and its seeming to operate its evaluation inductively, calls into question the success of its evaluative aims; rather exhibiting more of a fastpaced summarisation of numerous theories deemed relevant to their own, but lacking in evaluation. This is in stark contrast to Bird-David’s work, with its heavy reliance on verbatim quotations from members of the ‘animistic’ societies that the paper centres its arguments around, progressing clearly and deductively in an organised manner.
The reader’s potential scepticism and/or confusion at certain declarations presented by Harrild and Luke does not abate as they are led towards conclusions founded upon information that they have not been made privy to. This is somewhat alienating, and restrictive to the comprehension of why, as Harrild and Luke conclude, ‘the role of mystical experiences, psychedelic or otherwise, in transpersonal psychology is a vital one’.[footnoteRef:37] Despite them summarising their arguments clearly, the foundations they rest upon can still have their reliability questioned, with their reasoning being potentially defeasible – the conclusion potentially ‘rationally compelling but not deductively valid’.[footnoteRef:38] The relationship with the utilised source material, as a result of the lack of direct citation, being arguably of poor support for their final hypotheses.[footnoteRef:39]  [37:  Harrild and Luke, p. 11. ]  [38:  Robert Koons, ‘Defeasible Reasoning’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2022 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2022/entries/reasoning-defeasible/> [Accessed 13 November 2022].]  [39:  Robert Koons, ‘Defeasible Reasoning’.] 

Interestingly however, one potential defence of their approach is observed in Mislevy’s Can There Be Reliability without "Reliability?".[footnoteRef:40]  He comments on how difficult it is to draw conclusions ‘from assemblages of evidence’.[footnoteRef:41] Citing Schum (1996), he wrote that establishing the credentials of evidence relies somewhat on ‘arguments or chains of reasoning we construct from the evidence’ but that ‘Few workers in any applied field have the resources, the inclination, or the expertise to sort out’.[footnoteRef:42] This does not suddenly grant reliability to Harrild and Luke’s claims but rather also calls into question that of the seemingly more reliable ‘ethnographic example of a hunter-gatherer people’ using first person accounts, called upon by Bird-David, revisiting old case studies of anthropologist E.B Tylor. The reliability is also similarly cast into potential for suspicion given that the quotes examined are now once removed; becoming secondary sources - as Bird-David herself was not the primary surveyor.   [40:  Robert J. Mislevy, ‘Can There Be Reliability without “Reliability?” ’, Journal of Educational and Behavioral Statistics, vol. 29.2 (2004), 241–44 (241) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/3701267> [Accessed 6 Nov. 2022].]  [41:  Mislevy, p. 242.]  [42:  Mislevy, p. 242.] 

Furthermore, Briggs, cited in Koven’s Interviewing: Practice, Ideology, Genre, and Intertextuality, understood that ‘scholarly attention to interviews should go beyond methodological questions about how to conduct and analyze interviews "better" to also address epistemological issues about the communicative hegemony of interviewing’,[footnoteRef:43] thus illuminating some of the reliability concerns of interview-based source material as evidence. However, conversely, in the same paper, Koven assures that one way scholars have addressed this is by ‘de- and recontextualization’, which is something that Bird-David sets out to do by her revisiting these ethnographic sources, ‘treat[ing] such practices of extraction as an ethnographic problem in itself’,[footnoteRef:44] this being ‘a critical aspect of the intertextuality of interviewing’.[footnoteRef:45] To conclude on this point then, Bird-David does address some of the potential pitfalls of her selected form of evidence, but does not liberate them entirely from reliability concerns.  [43:  Briggs (1986), cited by Michèle Koven, ‘Interviewing: Practice, Ideology, Genre, and Intertextuality.’ Annual Review of Anthropology, vol. 43, 2014, pp. 499–520 (500), <http://www.jstor.org/stable/43049588> [Accessed 11 Nov. 2022].]  [44:  Koven, p. 511.]  [45:  Koven, p. 511.] 

Following on from these potential reliability issues, one thing that does become initially apparent on critical comparison of the two papers is that they both come from positions of bias. This arguably calls into question their reliable interpretation of the data they work with – which is qualitative and thus open to selection bias. In Harrild and Luke’s paper, they conclude that: 
the way in which mystical experiences encourage a connectedness to the natural world is rooted in our own psyche, breaking down our own egoic boundaries to reveal the inherent connection of the id and Mother Earth herself.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Harrild and Luke, p. 6.] 

That sentence is rife with both psychoanalytical and New Age jargon and therefore hints at the existing predispositions of the writers. I would argue that the style of both is more emotive and artistic than cold, calculated, and scientific. In the writers’ voice of both pieces, there is a sense of connectedness to their topic, exemplified in snippets such as where Harrild and Luke note that: 
the symbolic persona of Gaia is said to be integrated into our own consciousness and emanates the voice of the Earth through our own ego identity, supporting the idea of an ecological ego that connects the consciousness of the entire species and inherently links us to the Earth.[footnoteRef:47]  [47:  Harrild and Luke, p. 6.] 

The image of Gaia emanating the voice of the Earth through our own ego identity is both evocative and psychedelic. The use of this sort of terminology also further alludes to David Luke’s interest in altered states of consciousness, and his role as Honorary Senior Lecturer at the Centre for Psychedelic Research as mentioned in the introduction.[footnoteRef:48] Examples of this voice can be found throughout Bird-David’s article, such as her assertion that the modernist dichotomises the environment, seeing only  ‘ ‘‘otherness,’’ which high-lights differences and eclipses commonalities’[footnoteRef:49] while ‘ “we-ness,” [,,,] absorbs differences’.[footnoteRef:50] As stressed earlier, this type of terminology and resulting voice, is more in line with religion and philosophy than science.[footnoteRef:51]  [48:  Luke, ‘David Luke’.]  [49:  Bird-David, S77-78.]  [50:  Bird-David, S77-78.]  [51:  Brook and Raymont, ‘The Unity of Consciousness’.] 

These are transcendent states that are being discussed here however, and I would argue that these are far better expressed in poetic than scientific voice. Akos Krassoy, in his The Transcendence of Words,[footnoteRef:52] citing French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas (1905-1995), writes how the philosopher remarked that ‘Only art would let us ‘take off' ’.[footnoteRef:53] Interestingly, Krassoy also notes how Levinas considered whether poetry/art could be taken ‘for the event’.[footnoteRef:54] It is unlikely that Harrild, Luke, and Bird-David consider their papers poetry, but that does not necessarily diminish their expressive and emotive voice, and Levinas’ comments indicate that this poetic voice is the most accurately descriptive of these transcendent states and inducing rituals the papers detail.  [52:  Akos Krassoy, ‘The Transcendence of Words’, Levinas Studies, vol. 10, 2015, 1–42 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/26942967>  [Accessed 01 November.2022].]  [53:  Emmanuel Levinas cited by Akos Krassoy, ‘The Transcendence of Words’, p. 7.]  [54:  Krassoy, p. 7.] 



Conclusion

To conclude then, Bird-David’s paper, in my opinion, successfully addresses its investigative aims, deducing, as aforementioned, that indeed, ‘animistic’ societies’ (such as the Nayaka) sense of self and understandings of personhood are symbiotically linked with their knowledge of, and relationship and communication with the surrounding environment, known as ‘we-ness’,[footnoteRef:55] whilst also retaining ‘internal differentiation’ between persons.[footnoteRef:56] For me, Bird-David also succeeds in enriching the term ‘animism’ and elevates it from notions of ‘simple religion and a failed epistemology’ by not limiting her analysis of it to modernistic and cold and calculated science, giving it more depth in her favouring of a more emotive, vivid style, and by drawing on E.B Tylor’s comprehensive ethnographic case studies’ interviews, quoting verbatim from the people of these ‘animistic’ societies, thus further illuminating their beliefs and practises by utilising well-placed evidence in the tribes’ own words.[footnoteRef:57]   [55:  Bird-David, S83.]  [56:  Bird-David, S83.]  [57:  Bird-David, S87.] 


Similarly, Harrild and Luke also draw their article to a sufficient conclusion of their thesis statement, albeit based on murkier evidence. Their supposition that the nature induced mystical experiences that they examine open the doors of perception to the reality of one’s place within the cosmos/earth,[footnoteRef:58] and thus in doing so healing an innate alienation between person and environmental Place.[footnoteRef:59] They too, write in a style that seems less modernist, scientific style with a similar passionate warmth to Bird-David., succeeding in illuminating certain elements pertaining to the mystical and ecological experiences, and relationality and cultural practises, more sincerely, in a way that a modernistic analysis could not have. Furthermore, I observed how this aforementioned ecological experience linked both pieces together, with it being a key component of their content and cornerstone of their arguments. In Bird-David’s, this was exemplified in the fact that Personhood is only granted because of events of relationality, such as a hill becomes a devaru (person) because it is from where one Nayaka experiences a great event on the horizon. It does not mean all hills are persons.[footnoteRef:60] For Harrild and Luke, this ecological experience was tied in with mystical experience – often inducing or enhancing them, and locating the transpersonal ecopsychology.[footnoteRef:61]   [58:  Harrild and Luke, p. 2.]  [59:  Harrild and Luke, p. 2.]  [60:  Bird-David, S68.]  [61:  Harrild and Luke, p. 7, 11.] 


Another point of comparison was their use of evidence to support claims such as those prior. I demonstrated that Harrild and Luke’s claims were poorly supported, with their lack of quotations, excessive quantity of sources cited but not evaluated – as they purported to do – and apparent use of inductive reasoning, suspect to defeasibility, with their conclusions potentially not withstanding further information despite seeming sound at face-value. I noted the vulnerability of their qualitative data to selection bias, alongside that of Bird-David. 

Alongside both being open to evidential selection bias, I also perceived that their academic positions and thematic predispositions can be detected in some of their non-impartial language. This was not the only cause for questioning their reliability, with, alongside what I have already mentioned in this conclusion, the work of Robert J Mislevy citing Schum’s notions of the difficulty of establishing the credentials of evidence due to them being based on chains of reasoning that few are qualified enough to get right.[footnoteRef:62] This could have cast Bird-David’s research into a similar unreliable light as that of Harrild and Luke’s. As concluded though, Bird-David’s premeditated ‘de and re-contextualization’[footnoteRef:63] allowed much of these challenges to be navigated. To me, overall, in addition to the other information provided here, rendering her piece both more reliable and successful. I deduced how Bird-David’s clarity of deductive, analysis of quotations was a far-cry from the persisting openness to scepticism and/or confusion at certain seemingly unevidenced claims made by Harrild and Luke, which ultimately led to a poorer understanding of why they conclude that the mystical experiences have a significant role in transpersonal ecopsychology.  [62:  Mislevy, p. 242.]  [63:  Koven, p. 511.] 
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