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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Nurit Bird-David’s ‘Animism Revisited: Personhood, Environment and Relational Epistemology,' and Kelly D. Alley’s ‘River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature: Implications for Spiritual Ecology’

Across multiple disciplines, there has been an evolving discussion around the non-human and personhood. This essay compares and contrasts Nurit Bird-David’s ‘Animism Revisited: Personhood, Environment and Relational Epistemology,'[footnoteRef:1] and Kelly D. Alley’s ‘River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature: Implications for Spiritual Ecology’[footnoteRef:2]. It will consider how these papers contribute to the evolution of narratives relating to personhood and the non-human, how their methodology has contributed to the different conceptions that they reach, and how the discussion can often show the difficulty of reconciling Western and non-Western ontologies. [1:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited: Personhood, Environment, and Relational Epistemology. Current Anthropology 40, (1999) S67–S91. ]  [2:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature: Implications for Spiritual Ecology. Religions 10, (2019) 502. ] 

Animism Revisited was published in Current Anthropology, in a special edition inviting new perspectives on longstanding ideas. Bird-David contributed by shifting perspectives on the term Animism, highlighting how its understanding until that point had been largely bound by western ontological frameworks since its introduction by E.B Tyler in 1871, and explaining how this gave rise to its limited understanding as the ‘belief among pre-literate societies, that trees, mountains, rivers and other natural formations possess animating power of spirit’[footnoteRef:3]. They describe how animism had been primarily understood within modernist, cartesian thinking, and so viewed as ‘delusion’[footnoteRef:4], regarding animistic ways of seeing the world as a failed epistemology, childish, and false science[footnoteRef:5], a perspective that ‘reinforced derogatory images of indigenous peoples’[footnoteRef:6].  [3:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999), pp67]  [4:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999), pp69]  [5:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999), pp69]  [6:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999), pp68] 

Through ethnographic examples from their fieldwork with the Nayaka of South India, they show how the concept would be better understood from a relational framework. Bird-David describes examples of Devaru relationships among the Nayaka, whereby the personhood of these beings is not viewed in terms of a modernist object, by their thing-ness, but are defined more by relationship with them. They describe how ‘as and when and because they engage in and maintain relationships with other beings, they constitute them as kinds of persons’[footnoteRef:7]. They conclude their work by explaining that the Nayaka ‘seek to understand relatedness from a related point of view within the shifting horizons of the related viewer’, adding that ‘previous theories of animism, taking modernist personhood concepts and perceptions of the environment as universal, have grossly misunderstood animism as simple religion and a failed etymology’[footnoteRef:8].  [7:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999), pp73]  [8:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999), pp79] 

In Alley’s paper, River Goddesses, she discusses experiments with rights based legal frameworks in regards to the Rivers Ganges, Yamuna and their tributaries, and their implications for ecology. This paper, published in 2019 for Religions, is one of a number of articles the author has contributed over the years on cultural politics of river pollution prevention, water law, religion and ecology. Alley shows examples of personhood and Rights of Nature legal frameworks interacting with religion in India, and explores the extent to which they represent religious ideas about Ganga, and how effective they are from an environmental point of view. In doing this, they contrast relevant legal rulings with interview evidence of religious devotees who revered Ganga as a goddess, as well as drawing on their knowledge of ongoing environmental campaigns for the rivers’ protection. They conclude that giving personhood to the rivers did not contribute significantly to their protection, that devotees thought giving personhood to the river was denigrating a goddess, that governments who might have capitalised on it for nationalist purposes instead shelved the ruling because of other political reasons, and it did not appear to mobilise or add impetus to prominent environmentalists’ river protection campaigns. 
Reconciling Personhood with Western Ontologies
Both of these papers deal with the ways in which ideas of personhood and concepts of the non-human that are held in Western societies differ from those of non-Western societies. This contrast in ideological position is central to Bird-David’s paper, and is discussed in great depth, showing how the traditional understandings of animism within the study of anthropology were grounded within modernist thinking, and then how the Nayaka concept of the Devaru does not conform to that ontological view, showing in detail how they ‘do not dichotomize other beings vis-à-vis themselves’[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999), pp73] 

This distinction is also present in Alley’s paper, where she contrasts the legal traditions and the attitudes of the devotees along the river Ganga. The judicial rulings, which are based on colonial models of jurisprudence and therefore reflecting a Western perspective[footnoteRef:10], looked to establish the Rivers Ganges and Yamuna as juristic persons, or Persona Ficta, and thereby ‘having the status of a legal person with all corresponding rights, duties and liabilities of a living person in order to preserve and conserve river Ganga and Yamuna’[footnoteRef:11]. This is contrasted with the views of devotees, whose beliefs represent a non-Western view, who responded critically of the rulings, seeing Ganga as a goddess and not a person[footnoteRef:12].  [10:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature, (2019) pp5.]  [11:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature (2019), pp6.]  [12:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature (2019), pp9.] 

While in the paper, there is a contrast between the judicial rulings and the opinions of the devotees, the limitations of the primary sources and use of interview as method mean it is difficult to draw more than a cursory comparison. The legal rulings themselves may not give a valid reflection of the personhood beliefs of judges or legal advocates, rather just the way in which the legal framework has been interpreted or applied to support the personhood of the rivers. Furthermore, limitations of the interview method mean the detail of whether the beliefs of judges and legal advocates compared to the religious devotees amounts to a difference in ontological viewpoint is not demonstrated. The interview evidence focused on opinion or response to the rulings, with some respondents naming how their traditional, non-Western, conceptualisation of Ganga as Goddess, as Devi (goddess), as Bhagwan (god)[footnoteRef:13] differs from the concept of juristic person, presented by the legal rulings, but not exploring more about how they themselves perceived the river to the extent that we can compare whether their conception of it was coming from a different ontological viewpoint. As well as interviews with participants in the legal cases and devotees, Alley also describes that their research came from participant observation[footnoteRef:14], however, it is not clear what evidence this contributed to their paper and their conclusions.  [13:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature (2019), pp10.]  [14:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature (2019). pp4] 

Bird-David, however, through detailed ethnographic study, drew on examples and stories of Nayaka conceptions of Devaru, and interactions with Devaru through the Nayaka Pandalu ritual so as to demonstrate that these spirit beings are not considered distinct things, in the modernist sense, but are beings that are engaged with relationally, and with whom they share a sense of “we-ness”[footnoteRef:15]. These examples were used strongly in contrast with Western, modernist ontological frameworks to demonstrate the limitation of this way of viewing animism compared to indigenous views of personhood. It is not clear, however, if the author is presenting the Nayaka relational framework as being exemplary of non-Western, non-modernist ontological views, and therefore suggesting that this relational framework was able to be generalised beyond the Nayaka, or whether they were simply presenting it as an example that requires shifting ontological frameworks in order to understand non-Western ideas of personhood.  [15:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999). pp73] 

While these two papers both discuss a point of intersection between Western and non-Western perspectives, Bird-David’s methodology, drawing on ethnographic evidence, provided a richer, more illustrative example to support their conclusion, whereas Alley, who relied mostly on interview responses and legal rulings, was able to show there was a difference of opinion, but not explain fully why this occurs, or whether there is an underlying ontological difference. 
Concept of the Non-human
As a result, a question arises as to how the two papers treat the fundamental concepts under discussion, and whether they were examining the same concept of the non-human. While they both discuss the idea of personhood, it is curious to note the ways in which they meet and differ in terms of how they view the concept of the non-human and of personhood. 
Bird-David in discussing the non-human in relation to the Devaru, is guiding us to consider non-human spirit beings from an entirely different ontological perspective. They ground their position in theory, relating it to Gibson’s theory of Affordances[footnoteRef:16], Hallowell’s concept of “other-than-human persons”[footnoteRef:17], and Strathern’s “dividual”[footnoteRef:18] while setting themselves apart from Guthrie’s theory of animism as a perceptual strategy[footnoteRef:19] and Durkheim’s dualism[footnoteRef:20]. They present the Devaru as an example to highlight the relational approaches to viewing animism and other spirits, where personhood is not bound to its thing-ness, but rather to its relationship or interaction with the Devaru as ‘superpersons’, and using this example to contrast with the modernist conceptions of animism, which were the traditionally held conceptions within Anthropology until then.  [16:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999). pp74]  [17:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999). pp71]  [18:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999). pp72]  [19:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999). pp71]  [20:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999). pp70] 

Alley, in contrast, is not guiding us or persuading us to look at a subject in a particular way, nor showing this matter in its theoretical grounding, but is rather reporting on their findings about how personhood and the concept of the non-human has been largely ineffective in relation to the protection of the Ganga and Yamuna. They are treating the non-human entities of Ganga and Yamuna as somewhat discrete entities, from the modernist perspective, whereby the rivers are defined by their physical form, without necessarily examining the extent to which this perspective was shared by the devotees, environmentalists and even the judges. 
This again is due to the differences in methodology between the two authors, but also due to the scope of the two papers, and the conclusion that they are looking to support. Bird-David’s explanation of the relational epistemology of the Nayaka is best demonstrated by the depth of ethnographic examples, whereas for Alley to show the minimal impact that giving legal personhood to the River had on its protection, and that religious devotees were not in support of this, interview evidence was sufficient. As to whether they viewed the river with a relational ontology, dealing with the concept of the non-human in the same way as in Bird-David, cannot easily be concluded, though it is suggested through some of the choices of interview evidence shared by Alley in the paper. They explain that some devotees described the river with kinship terms, saying they ‘feel related to [Ganga] as a child to a Mother’[footnoteRef:21] which is similar to examples given by Bird-David of the Nayaka using kinship terms such as ‘”big” mother and father’ to describe Devaru[footnoteRef:22]. While Alley could have related these responses to a wider ontological discussion on the concept of the non-human and personhood, doing so would have diverted the conversation away from paper’s intended focus. [21:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature (2019), pp9.]  [22:  Nurit Bird‐David. “Animism” Revisited (1999). pp73] 

Alley, however, is also referring to the concept of personhood in terms of “legal personhood”, and inviting responses to that definition. The discussion of the non-human as legal entities is an entirely different concept to the non-human as discussed by Bird-David. Nevertheless, its legal definition still speaks to how the non-human exists in relation to humans[footnoteRef:23], in terms of which rights and duties it has, despite still considering it a discrete “thing” in the modernist sense. However, as previously stated, these legal rulings, and the application and interpretation of the law, do not necessarily correspond with the beliefs of people involved. [23:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature (2019), pp6.] 

While the papers both discuss personhood and the nonhuman, the treatment of the fundamental concept is very different due to the methodology and approach they are using. In Bird-David’s paper, we see a contrast between two different conceptions of the non-human, modernist vs Nayaka, but in Alley’s paper, we see the non-human defined in legal terms, as legal entities, and see contrasting opinions about these rulings, rather than detail on the potential ontological differences at play between the different groups.
Contribution to Ongoing Debates
The way in which the two papers address the concept of the non-human from differing perspectives, and the extent to which they delve into the respective theoretical grounding of their topic, can be understood by looking at them within the context of academic debates happening at the time, and to which they were contributing. 
Bird-David’s paper in Current Anthropology’s special issue was answering the call to share new perspectives on long standing ideas, and shared the conclusion that we misunderstand indigenous ideas of animism if we simply look at them through a modernist lens. This arose within, and contributed to, an era in which the animism debate was revived and many researchers looked to reconsider the ontological biases of anthropological research. It contributed to significant shifts in the field, including Tim Ingold’s Rethinking the Animate[footnoteRef:24], Viveiros de Castro’s Perspectivism[footnoteRef:25] and the Ontological Turn[footnoteRef:26], which highlighted that while Anthropology had been interested in differences in “culture”, its study was being impeded by the presumption that metaphysical and ontological ideas about nature were universal. This paper, by Bird-David, is regarded as being significant in the revival of this debate[footnoteRef:27].  [24:  Tim Ingold. Rethinking the animate, re-animating thought. Ethnos 71, (2006) 9–20. ]  [25:  Eduardo Viveiros De Castro. Os pronomes cosmológicos e o perspectivismo ameríndio. Mana 2, (1996) 115–144. ]  [26:  University of Cambridge, Heywood, P., Stein, F., Lazar, S., Candea, M., Diemberger, H., Robbins, J., Sanchez, A., Stasch, R.. Ontological Turn, The. CEA (2017). ]  [27:  Morten A. Pedersen. Totemism, Animism and North Asian Indigenous Ontologies. Royal Anthropological Inst 7, (2001) 411–427. ] 

Alley conversely, discusses personhood laws in more pragmatic terms of environmental implications, and this ecological emphasis is reflective of the time in which it is published. Within the same issue of the journal, there were many other papers discussing the intersection between religion and ecology, as concerns about environment became heightened following the publication of the 2018 report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change[footnoteRef:28], highlighting the urgent need for effective action to tackle climate change. The paper was timely, also, considering that the rights of nature as a legal and constitutional framework had become one of the instruments of law and policy to protect nature in the Ecuadorian constitution in 2008[footnoteRef:29] and the Te Urewera Act in 2014, granting personhood rights to the Whanganui River, New Zealand[footnoteRef:30], and so when the ruling occurred in India in 2017, it was relevant to discuss in terms of ecological implications.  [28:  IPCC. Global Warming of 1.5°C: IPCC Special Report on Impacts of Global Warming of 1.5°C above Pre-industrial Levels in Context of Strengthening Response to Climate Change, Sustainable Development, and Efforts to Eradicate Poverty, 1st ed. Cambridge University Press (2018). ]  [29:  Ecuador. Constitución Política de la República del Ecuador. National Legislative Bodies / National Authorities (2008). ]  [30:  New Zealand Department of Conservation. Te Urewera Act 2014. Wellington: Parliamentary Counsel Office (2014).] 

While Alley looked at personhood in relation to legal frameworks, which regards them in terms of Western constructs[footnoteRef:31] and therefore as modernist objects, this alone does not sufficiently explain why she does not include a discussion of potential ontological differences.  This is especially pertinent given that participant observation is listed among her methods, and yet the discussion does not show the benefit of the preceding two decades of advancement in anthropological thinking. Other papers, contemporaneous with hers, such as in Juan J. Guzman’s, ‘Decolonising Law and expanding Human Rights’[footnoteRef:32] discuss Rights of Nature as a ‘great advance’ exactly because they ‘recognize and validate non-Western ontologies’. It may be that, as this paper was published in Religions, it is not directly concerned with grounding ideas in anthropological theory, however, while this paper is showing the matter and its intersection with many other disciplines, including jurisprudence, ecology and religion, it would be worth also including an acknowledgement of ontological differences to ground this paper in wider discussions around personhood and the non-human in anthropology.   [31:  Kelly D. Alley. River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature (2019). pp5]  [32:  Juan Jose Guzmán. Decolonizing Law and expanding Human Rights: Indigenous Conceptions and the Rights of Nature in Ecuador. Deusto Journal of Human Rights (2019) 59–86. ] 


Conclusion
This essay has discussed two papers about personhood, looking at the similarities and differences in how they approach the concept of the non-human, the methodologies and primary sources they used, and how they present difficulties in reconciling Western and non-Western ideas of non-human personhood. Bird-David's research makes a good case for this with ethnographic examples and a solid theoretical foundation, whereas Alley reports interview evidence from devotees to show how the legal rulings do not correspond with their religious beliefs. These differences, and their relative success in showing the underlying reasons for these differences, can be understand by looking at the intended audience and the ongoing academic debates to which they were contributing. The Ontological Turn, a major shift in anthropology that Bird-David helped to shape, required strong ethnographic examples to support the suggested theories. Even though Alley is writing during a period of heightened environmental concern, in which awareness of the implications of legal personhood on environmental and river protection is vital, an acknowledgement of this in relation to ontological differences would have helped ground these findings in relation to other research. 
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