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Introduction

In a world that can appear to have been cosmologically unified by centuries of
globalization, the claim that anthropology’s most urgent mission is to expose
heterogeneous ontologies has a confounding ring. It has been heard as a call
for anthropology to untether its mode of inquiry from the “ground” of the field
and enter the atmosphere of pure speculation often favored by contemporary
philosophy. The injunction, however, is to make another, unfamiliar intel-
lectual move, which is at once entirely concrete and acutely metaphysical:
to intensify the descriptive powers of anthropology to the point of provoking
a crisis in the concepts fundamental to the European philosophical tradition,
both within and outside the social sciences. Several generations of anthropolo-
gists assumed that they could account for the indifference of certain indigenous
peoples to some basic modern ontological distinctions—those between nature
and culture, thing and person, and humans and animals—without questioning
the validity of using those very categories to make the explanation. When
anthropologists instead accepted that these partitions form merely one means
of distributing beings among others—when they began trying to do justice to
those other ways of making worlds—they exited the reassuring framework of
scientific inquiry for the unstable terrain of ontological comparison.

It was a series of lectures given, toward the century’s close, by Eduardo
Viveiros de Castro (1998) and the publication a few years later of Philippe
Descola’s Beyond Nature and Culture (2005) that signaled the beginning of
the shift, along with the declaration by a then-young anthropologist, Martin
Holbraad (2005), that anthropology was in the course of taking, through
Viveiros de Castro’s and Marilyn Strathrn’s work, an “ontological turn.” Before
that, it had been Bruno Latour, without it being entirely recognized, who had
most associated anthropology, which is what he has always said science studies
effectively is, with ontology and metaphysics. However rapid in exposition We

1
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2 Introduction

Have Never Been Modern (1993b) was, it formulated an ontology of networks
to replace the dualistic one it placed at the heart of the natural and the social
sciences from Kant forward, and “Irreductions,” the text appended to The Pas-
teurization of France (1993a), was an untimely treatise of systematic thought,
a piece of almost classical reasoning for the late 20th century that was aptly
declared an “infraphysics.” The conjuncture between this form of inquiry and
comparative anthropology, however, was not to form for a decade, when the
universality of the divisions on which the field had defined itself was thrown
into question by the ecological crisis. In Descola’s case, the message, however
cautiously it was spelled out, was that ontology was no longer something one
could undertake apropos modernity alone, since other, especially indigenous
collectives have competing distributions of being, and they upset the universal-
ity that we assume for our own. For Viveiros de Castro, more radically (as both
parties would agree), it was philosophical reflection more broadly that no lon-
ger only comes from and concerns even the most cosmopolitan modernity, his
own anthropology of Amerindian thought having shown that its suppositions
effectively amount, when contrasted with our own, to an entire, decolonizing
metaphysics. Together, they were saying in unison that it would from here out
be extremely difficult to pose problems that had been at the heart of philosophy
and the human sciences from the 1960s forward—about nature, the human,
and difference and being—without anthropology.

Comparison thereby acquired an unanticipated importance as a means
for the creation of concepts. This was not, of course, entirely new: despite
its marginal importance in the language of “post-structuralism,” com-
parison underwrote the work of some of its major thinkers. Many of them
found in Lévi-Strauss’s anthropology resources to redefine the practice of
philosophy—Foucault (1970) described past historical epochs to be like for-
eign societies with alien structures, Deleuze and Guattari (1980) sought in
primitive kinship, exchange, and politics an organization of being prior to the
unconscious and capitalism—and yet this did little, ultimately, to disturb the
idea that ontology essentially concerns European modernity, and that there
is thus no essential need to be aware of anything outside or fundamentally
alien to it. (That presumption has been taken so far that conceiving peoples
as extramodern is taken for their exclusion from the modern, rather than an
acknowledgment of their specificity and difference.) Descola and Viveiros de
Castro have together altered, perhaps for a long time to come, the situation.
You want to think modernity? You had better start from the outside—the con-
crete outside of an era and a people, not that of thought in the abstract—and it
might be best to not entirely come back in. Our hope is that the ongoing trans-
formation of anthropology will render the fantasy of a full return unthinkable.

* sk sk

Charbonnier et al_9781783488575.indb 2 28-11-2016 12:28:20



Introduction 3

The emergence of the vocabulary of ontology in the field during the 2000s
was, at bottom, a revolt against the very object that once ensured the dis-
cipline a clear place in the organization of the natural and social sciences:
culture. This is not to say that rejections of culture had not already occurred
elsewhere. Anthropologists already had different reasons and ways to decon-
struct the old, frozen cultural totalities of their predecessors, and many of
them are thus probably perplexed at our affirmation not only of comparison
but of comparative metaphysics. Their bewilderment would be less with the
radically critical ambition that the term implies than at the promotion of a
notion that is possibly more anachronistic than culture. Nearly everyone in the
humanities and critical social sciences is in agreement that positivism has had
its day, but what most of them insist should replace it is intellectual fluidity,
critical reflexivity, and irony; not the return of a totalizing form of thought that
alternates between being indifferent to and instrumentalizing local inquiry.

This initial reaction, however, does not get very far in grasping what is
at stake here. This is largely because the concept of ontology already has in
anthropology a more established usage, borrowed from the phenomenologi-
cal tradition, that is totalizing in its own way and yet only rarely considered
objectionable. In spite of some variations, the term usually indicates an
approach to anthropology that contests what it regards as the ontic preoc-
cupations of scientific knowledge through inquiries into the prepredicative
experience of “the world” that it attributes to ordinary people (Ingold 2000).
The success this approach has enjoyed is by no means surprising: fieldwork,
as a method of experimentally connecting with modes of engaging the world
that are foreign to technoscientific modernity, can be claimed to be the most
demanding phenomenological époche. Moreover, it is easy (but far too easy)
to assume that because many of the peoples encountered in the course of
fieldwork are skilled in techniques, such as crafts and hunting, that are far
less a matter of knowledge than savoir-faire that the latter is the original
human access to the world, and that Western intellectualism has occluded it.
Even anthropologists committed to Marxist or critical theory or science and
technology studies often oppose a plane of inauthentic, objectified knowledge
to another, composed of some combination of perception, forms of habitus,
speech, intersubjectivity, social relations, and “the world,” that would consti-
tute the primary level of human experience.

The orientation of the ontological turn is almost entirely different, as it
takes as fundamental that there are multiple, irreducible forms of thought
that all count as ontology. Despite what some critics have asserted, the dif-
ferent approaches grouped under the label are therefore not trying to access
an original ground with which objective knowledge is supposed to have
unduly lost touch. Where phenomenology maintained that there is a unity
to ontology—it simply relocated it from the learned tradition to sensible
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4 Introduction

experience—the intention here is to make apparent that there are other,
alternative ontologies (what we called, above, “distributions of being”) that
are coeval and contrastable with those of Western scientific practices. In
other words, “ontology” is a way of postulating a horizontal plane on which
different, noncompossible ways of composing a world that are actualized by
collectives can be related, rather than the old vertical search for a founda-
tion—and thus a reduction—of one such composition to another. Everything
hinges on the introduction of the plural: if ontologies are what is at stake,
then it becomes almost impossible for a given analyst to claim to occupy
a primary logical or existential position and then demote all others to a
derived, inauthentic status. Moreover, he or she must instead take stock of
how even the most innocent analytic move is also a thoroughly metaphysical
claim, and inevitably in conflict with other such claims, possible or actual,
peculiar to other collectives.

But this new kind of ontological pluralism inevitably arouses other suspi-
cions. Many observers ask if a discipline can simply change its basic object
overnight. Anthropologists concerned with some of the other concepts that
replaced culture—history, power, modern assemblages—have seen the onto-
logical turn as a mere regression into primitivism, essentialism, and vague
relativism; still others have cautioned that “many ontologies” may really just
be a more permissible code for cultural diversity. Worse, finally, the attempt
of anthropology to locate itself at an ontological level has seemed to some
less like a critique of the universalism of philosophy than an attempted raid
on the monopoly it still sometimes imagines itself to have over being, only
now the “regional ontologies” would be not only other sciences but also the
cosmologies strewn across the world.

The difference between ontology and culture and their respective relations
to pluralism should thus be addressed directly. Our view is that the displace-
ment intended by the shift to ontology can be understood as an attempt by
anthropologists to reconnect with the subversive nature that their discipline’s
foundational intellectual move—the pluralization of culture—had at the
moment when it was taken as self-evident that there was only one “Culture,”
and that it had been realized on a single path uniting ancient Greece to the
industrial modernity of a handful of European countries. Yet culture’s critical
power became increasingly defused during the course of the 20th century, and
fidelity to its spirit thus required contesting its letter. By the 1990s, Latour and
Descola were arguing in tandem that if cultures are conceived as more and less
correct representations of a uniform nature about which only moderns have
the scientific truth, the divergent modes of thought of other collectives can be
easily reduced to mere errors. Or better, if it is assumed that cultures do not
fundamentally call into question the modern way of composing the world, it
becomes feasible to maintain, at least in theory, a limitless tolerance—which
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Introduction 5

is probably one reason that “tolerance” as the solution of liberal multicultural-
ism failed to contend with the actual politics of difference.

It is precisely that confinement of difference that recourse to the term
ontology was aimed at thwarting. It would thus be wrong to see in it certain
anthropologists’ expression of allegiance to the very philosophical tradition
from which the field emancipated itself when it became a scientific disci-
pline; or worse, as their desperate attempt to arrogate to themselves titles of
academic nobility upon realizing that they might be losing their claim to be
doing “Science.” These anthropologists instead recognized that the position
previously assigned to anthropology within the division of scientific labor had
started to undermine one of its chief projects: if its role was just supposed to
be the investigation and comparison of cultures, then it would quickly lose
its capacity to problematize the forms and norms of modern collective exis-
tence. The shift to ontology was thus in essence an attempt to force the prior
backdrop of comparison back into the space of the comparable—in particu-
lar, the part of it we call nature. That concept, which has been long known
not to be espoused by many of the collectives engaged by anthropologists,
has nonetheless not been called into question on account of the universal
validity granted to physics and biology. Thus to radicalize the comparative
method—to practice it without presupposing the findings of other scientific
disciplines, and especially the natural sciences—required taking for its chief
problem the differences between the ontological distributions peculiar to
other collectives. If calling what was distributed “being” proved useful it was
because this implied that there was no category (nature, society, practice,
politics, economy, reality, etc.) capable of subsuming the various distributions
underneath itself.

The difference between what the ontological approach and two other forms
of critical reflexivity—postmodern ethnography and postcolonial theory—
enables one to think should not be underestimated. In the first case, James
Clifford and George Marcus’s Writing Culture (1986) also enunciated, of
course, a wholesale refusal of anthropology as a science of culture. But its
primary target was their forebears’ treatment of culture as an inert and coher-
ent object. The recourse the volume’s authors and fellow travelers had to lit-
erary means of dispersing objectivities and gaining distance from themselves
was aimed at undermining the totalizing ambition on which ethnography had
based its scientific respectability. With that in mind, one can hear the provoca-
tion involved in the term metaphysics, which succeeds at the difficult act of
staking out a position that is simultaneously the opposite of both positivism
and postmodernism. The indifference some of the anthropologists showed to
Writing Culture’s demand to register in ethnography a multiplicity of indi-
vidual voices was not, however, a way of neglecting critique. They wanted,
rather, to disrupt its conceptual economy.
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6 Introduction

That subversion might be best defined with the formula Eduardo Viveiros
de Castro coined to characterize the mission of anthropology: to contribute
to “the ontological self-determination” of the collectives studied. Although
the adjective implies something novel—that the autonomy of peoples has
a cosmological dimension—the word self-determination also at the same
time evokes a core feature of anthropology’s early history: the idea, how-
ever flawed it now seems, that every people has a culture, in the sense of a
system of norms valid for it, was the first recognition of this peculiar kind
of autonomy. When situated in the longue durée of the social sciences, the
last quarter of the 20th century looks like the moment when that self-deter-
mination was redefined, in schools as varied as Giddens’s, Bourdieu’s, and
postmodern ethnography, in individual rather than collective terms. Showing
that the individual is capable of resisting or escaping what had been abusively
defined as its culture became the touchstone of the emancipatory program of
the social sciences. The end of the 1990s, however, saw a renewal of concern
with general forms signaled by the emergence of concepts such as animism
or perspectivism, which encompass many Amerindian collectives, and this
demoted interindividual differences to a secondary interest. A new critical
front was opened, and it showed that acknowledging the self-determination
of peoples studied could take other forms than the universalization of the
“creative” subject—which was by then looking, suspiciously, like the liberal
individual going incognito.

Yet anthropology was not, of course, the only intellectual field that was
then concerned with the way other ontological distributions exceed the
terms of those of modernity. Around the same time that Strathern, Descola,
and Viveiros de Castro were formulating their main theoretical work, cer-
tain currents of postcolonial theory were demonstrating the inability of the
social sciences to grasp collective relations in worlds, specifically those of
a “religious” character, heterogeneous to capitalist modernity. Perhaps the
most important of them was initiated by Dipesh Chakrabarty, who argued
in Provincializing Europe (2000) that historical and sociological categories,
while having instrumental value as means of translating the demands of sub-
alterns into the language of the modern states, inevitably betray their refusal
of the disenchantment of the world. The only way to overcome this reduc-
tion, he thought, was a nonobjectifying, quasi-Heideggerian hermeneutics.
His proposal for countering the presence of this modernizing bias even in the
work of the Subaltern Studies collective was that the religious dimension of
subaltern politics—his celebrated example was a Santal insurgency against
the British said to be inspired by a god—be treated as a difference impossible
for critical historiography to conceive, unless as its limit. Paradoxically, this
refusal of the methods of the social sciences narrowed the field of differences
that could be engaged: what could be achieved, he argued, was an analysis
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Introduction 7

of the Dasein of the Bengalese middle class, as it was accessible to him from
the inside.

Most of the authors gathered here have wagered on the opposite prospect:
that a bit of trust in the analytic techniques specific to anthropology can result
in adequate, albeit recursive, descriptions of the concepts of peoples well out-
side our sphere of thought, and thereby not merely suspend but transform the
social scientific categories inherited from the European tradition. But in order
for the indigenous concepts brought out this way to not become approxima-
tions of those of moderns but remain irreducible alternatives, the strategy was
to show how they function as “reverse anthropologies.” The inherent limit of
cultural relativism, as has often been remarked, is that even when it admits that
all cultures are a priori equal in dignity, it treats just one of them as capable
of thinking this relativity by producing anthropologists. Roy Wagner was the
first to exhort anthropologists to overcome this undue feeling of superiority
by identifying counterparts to anthropology in the collective they study. His
proposal that Melanesian cargo cults should be treated as inverted variants
of anthropology was aimed at showing that this attempt to translate Western
material production into religious terms was neither more absurd nor any
less inventive than the means generations of ethnographers used to insert the
activities of collectives primarily concerned with relations between persons
into a curatorial coneption of culture. In other words, anthropologists should
not be satisfied to “imagine a culture for people who do not imagine them-
selves to have one” (Wagner 1975). And in order to do justice to the creativ-
ity of peoples who were not their objects but their interlocutors, he added,
anthropologists should endeavor to destabilize the concept of culture in which
their discipline had fixed them, and according to such peoples’ perspectives.

It is probably Viveiros de Castro who took such reverse anthropology the
farthest with the concept of perspectivism. Where postmodern ethnography
sought to render visible how the presence of the ethnographer had remained
outside the frame of description, the essential challenge in reverse anthropol-
ogy becomes to do justice to other modes of framing. The point is therefore
not to situate the perspective of the observer within a more critical modern
frame. Instead, it is to demonstrate the capacity of “observed” peoples to
define their own position by means of a concept of perspective whose sup-
positional framework we are unable to master, and then to assess how that
concept alters our very concept of point of view. Descola’s formulation of the
notion of animism followed the same impulse. The Achuar, like many other
Amazonian collectives, think that subjectivity is a condition shared with non-
humans (particularly with certain animals), to whom we obviously refuse this
dignity. By consequence, the principal role of differentiation falls to the body,
whose dispositions (behavior, habitat, position in the food chain) determine
the perspective proper to each species. This reversal of cultural relativism,
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8 Introduction

which was systematized in the theory of Amerindian multinaturalism—which
opposes the formula “one culture, many natures,” to our familiar “one nature,
many cultures”—is the best means anthropology has of showing, in its own
domain of jurisdiction, how naturalist ontology can be unsettled by its outside
(Viveiros de Castro 2014).

* sk sk

The recognition, then, that other collectives apprehend their relativity to other
beings in ways irreducible to that of moderns is arguably the first, almost
necessary step for fully ridding anthropology (and the human and natural
sciences along with them) of its residual multiculturalism. To define the onto-
logical approach only with respect to the discipline of anthropology runs the
risk, however, of making it seem that it mostly concerns debates of a purely
methodological nature. The dualisms that it has most contended with—
culture/nature, person/thing, and even subject/object—are not, of course,
mere coordinates of intellectual inquiry. There were other, more urgent
reasons that these divisions were conceived as having an ontological status,
which is that they functioned as guiding principles (both tacit and explicit) of
the material and political organization of modernity, in both its metropolitan
centers and colonial precincts.

Nearly all of the proponents of the ontological turn undertook their work in
part out of the realization that the exploration of other cosmological actuali-
ties would likely critically illumine components of that political reality in new
ways. For Strathern, as is known, concrete modern arrangements of gender/
sex could be recast by Melanesia in a singular fashion, and certain limits to
feminism’s universalist project thereby exposed. Far less discussed is that one
of Descola’s chief motives for doing research among peoples without nature
was his abandonment during his youth of Leninism for left ecological politics,
which needed a noneconomistic materialism; or that Viveiros de Castro is as
much an anarchist activist as an anthropologist on account of what he learned
about stateless “societies” from his fieldwork and Pierre Clastres’s reckoning
with similar peoples in Society Against the State (1987). Even Latour, despite
ambiguous positions about capitalism and the state, was aiming early on at
democratizing the power the natural sciences exercise in public life.

Given that each of these different critical projects hinged on the recogni-
tion that Nature is a concept largely local to and even synonymous with
modernity (in Descola’s parlance, the latter is simply “naturalism”), it is no
coincidence that many of these anthropologists have been rapid first respond-
ers in the collapse of modern certitudes about “the environment” provoked
by global warming. Consideration of the relation between humans and
nonhumans, or simply “society” and ‘“nature” arguably clarifies much more
about the conditions of the ecological crisis and the possibilities of addressing
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Introduction 9

it than intellectual or political analyses which take these modern dualities
for granted (Latour 2015, Danowski and Viveiros de Castro 2014, Descola
2013b). Thus if there is a clear political stake currently linking the iterations
of the ontological turn present in this volume, it is a new politics of nature
that it opens up.

The novel character of this ecological politics becomes clear when con-
trasted with the intellectual and cultural history with which it breaks. It is
worth recalling that the conquest of the Americas involved for early modern
Europeans a double ontological scandal. That many indigenous Americans
ascribed, again, personhood to living beings, things, and even events while
at the same time not extending humanity outside the borders of their own
groups represented a total refusal of the idea of the universality of the human
condition that deeply impregnated Western culture. The scandal was pro-
found enough that the solidification of modern dualism—first in philosophy
and then in the ideological and cosmological vernacular—was arguably a
deliberate, active attempt at distinguishing the moderns from “the savage”
by forging an inverted variant of their cosmology. If none other than John
Locke could say that “in the beginning all the World was America” (Locke
1690, V, 49), this was because the primitive condition he identified with the
Americas was precisely what Europeans were in need, finally, of completely
transcending in order to become modern. That is, they needed to become
free to appropriate the Earth, and to assume an inherent superiority both to
it and to peoples that do not exploit it. Considered in light of this vignette—
a synecdoche for a series of other colonial confrontations with indigenous
cosmologies—the problem of the relation between nature and society could
be said to be entirely consubstantial with that of the construction of modern
political identity. The encounter with another world was also an encounter
with another regime of conceiving “human” relations to “the world.”

It could be said that anthropology, at its beginning, embodied the part of
European thought that never entirely recovered from this shock, and tried to
process the significance it held for its own image of itself. It was thus not by
chance that the aspect of Amerindian and Australian collectives that most
interested Victorian anthropology and French sociology was their attitudes
toward natural things. The concern with large differences that enabled the
comparative method to get off the ground found an immediate affinity in
Comte’s theorization of nature, things, and fetishism; soon after, Tylor’s and
Frazer’s conceptualization of animism and Durkheim’s of totemism resumed
this same preoccupation with the ascription of mental characteristics to
things. Fetishism, animism, and totemism were thus not merely the initial
categories of anthropological thought but also at the same time problems by
which a current of modern knowledge attempted to understand itself: in each
case, it is the overlap between personality and humanity that is being put at a
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10 Introduction

distance. No one on either side of the English channel managed, of course, to
avoid treating the question in evolutionary terms, as the “primitive” nondual-
ist distributions were simply situated in an archaeology of human conscious-
ness as its initial stages, as ways of perceiving the world in a deformed state.
In the British tradition, the hypothesis of a psychological disposition of iden-
tification permitted the “primitive” to be given a place in nonmodern cosmol-
ogies. In a move that contemporary cognitive anthropology has not entirely
reversed, Frazer and Tylor conceived such mental tendencies as secondary
forms of knowledge aimed not at achieving a faithful agreement with reality
but cultivating affects, both positive and negative, sufficiently powerful to ori-
ent action. Durkheim, on the other hand, regarded the investment of mental
force in things as primarily an expression of social solidarity—its propensity
to be reflected in emblems and symbols as vital as the social body itself.

In both cases, such forms of thought were seen as containing, in inchoate
outline, collective intellectual structures that developed into more realized,
complex forms later and elsewhere. Now as anthropology, abandoning that
evolutionism, subsequently developed and modified these two paradigms into
structural-functionalism and post-Dukheimian French anthropology—it none-
theless left unexamined some of their deepest presuppositions. Perhaps the
most significant of them is that humans always confront the problem of their
relation to nature as societies, and that nondualism is thus, despite everything,
social. In formulating things that way, a paradox was set up—nondualism
was conceived as a social fact, and nature was left unquestioned—that only
became apparent to anthropologists much later, in the 1980s. The work they
did to undo it opened up, both inadvertently and by design, the metaphysical
bases for the new ecological politics.

This happened concurrently in two different flanks of the discipline,
although not in an entirely coordinated way. In British anthropology, it was
Marilyn Strathern who made the decisive breakthrough. Her article ‘“No
Nature, No Culture: The Hagen Case” (1980) set the stage for a radical
comparative program, in which the familiar binary pairs that anthropology
had until then retained—nature/culture, individual/society, and feminine/
masculine—were suddenly destabilized through their ethnographic altera-
tion. The Hagen categories rgmi and mbo, despite their family resemblance
to nature and culture, belong to a universe of connotations and values that
are not even roughly flush with the symbolic associations that modern and
even Western thought comprises. This recursive potential of Melanesian
thought would be more fully developed a few years later in The Gender of
the Gift (1988), where it was the relational character of modern collective
existence as such that was submitted to the Melanesian variation. This act of
denaturalizing modern, Western sociality by demonstrating that it is the invis-
ible presupposition of anthropological thought was based on taking detailed
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account of Melanesians’ experiences of things, and not merely the relations
they maintained with (what for us are) persons. In order to reach a radical
alterity that her students and fellow travelers would only later recognize was
ontological, Strathern reformatted the scope of the social sciences so that
“material” things fall fully within it.

At the same time, French structuralist anthropologists were radicaliz-
ing the problematization of the idea, first undertaken by Marshall Sahlins
(1972) and Maurice Godelier (1972; 1986) via their rereadings of Marx,
that Amazonian and related collectives had properly economic institu-
tions. The generation that followed them, which included Descola, stressed
that in the absence of the concepts of “labor” and ‘“resources,” activities
of subsistence are inextricable from kinship structures and mythological
associations, both of which establish relations of continuity between hunter
and prey, or between village, garden and forest (1994). These works were
echoed by Viveiros de Castro, who while not directly raising the question
of economy and subsistence, had demonstrated that it is next to impossible
to speak of Amazonian communities as societies living in nature. Besides
directly formulating a “refusal of society” (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 28), he
noted, the Arawete consider humanity to be a transient condition, occurring
between animality and divinity. Moreover, he also showed that they establish
bonds of dependence, identification, and rivalry with other species that are
sometimes even stronger than those they maintain within the continuum of
human beings. And here again, access to an ontological register of analysis
and comparison stemmed from the possibility of recognizing relations with
nonhumans not as a secondary dimension of collective experience but as
the center of gravity that it already was in subsistence and/or the structure
of myth.

In Latour’s terms, the radical reconfiguration of Western metaphysics that
both currents of anthropology achieved is effectively an “ecologization.”
His parallel demonstration, in We Have Never Been Modern, that modern
politics and science were constituted, in practice, not through the separation
of persons and things but by the proliferation of connections between them
(“hybridization”), revealed that the efficacy of moderns on both fronts has
been proportionate with their capacity to forge such links. Once that insight
became familiar enough to be more fully correlated with anthropology, little
evidence was left to justify dualism not only as a theoretical assumption but
as a premise of political action. Whether “inside” or “outside” modernity,
relations of power between humans are not only enfolded with those with
nonhumans but also depend on them, with the other collectives testifying that
we moderns have made an extremely cunning use of them without recogniz-
ing it. It is not that “nature” then turns out to have been the unified, absolute
reference point of all modern practice, but that the horizon of politics always
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coincided, despite what our critical habits lead us to think, with that of the
nonhuman, “material” world.

The environmental crisis was thus not a simple context in which radical
anthropology further developed by connecting with a preexisting ecological
critique. Instead, it occurred simultaneously with what has been seen as a
second wave of ecological politics that arose after the exhaustion of the clas-
sic modernist discourse on the value of nature. In effect, environmentalism
has long lacked anything approaching anthropological symmetrization, and
validated the capacity of either science or economy alone to define ecological
problematics while neglecting to consider that the crisis primarily impacts
the very peoples for whom “nature” was never a separate, autonomous
domain. These theoretical and practical obstacles have become the object of
an increasingly cutting critique in history, political economy, and philosophy,
and that anthropology is participating in with its own means.

* sk sk

That anthropologists have so extensively reassessed modern ontological dual-
ism justifies the claim some of them make to be engaged in a sort of metaphysi-
cal thinking. Whatever their feelings about the discipline of philosophy and
its canon and methods, very few of them have not had to move in their work
between, on the one hand, fieldwork and the interpretation of its results and, on
the other, the sort of speculative definition of fundamental entities and princi-
ples more common among philosophers. It has thus become difficult to justify
most anthropologists’ resistance to acknowledging the importance of stepping
outside their disciplinary comfort zone to engage in that kind of thinking: the
changes that anthropology has undergone in the last decades show that it was
not able to expose the intellectual and political limits of the modern distribu-
tion and propose novel concepts to compensate for it through “social” analysis
alone. Likewise, the condescension philosophers have often shown toward
anthropology is starting to seem even more unjustified than it long has, as the
argument that they should heed anthropology’s descriptions of other collectives
is expanding from the claim that these raise a gamut of problems that trouble
some of philosophy’s chief assumptions (a view that already had its merits) to
include another, which is difficult to dismiss: anthropology is now generating
metaphysical perspectives not obtainable through other intellectual means.
The most visible such case for anthropology as a machine generative of
metaphysics comes from, again, Viveiros de Castro, who refined his argu-
ments about ontological self-determination in Cannibal Metaphysics to make
clear that even one of the most subtle expressions of modern cosmology—phi-
losophy, any theory guiding intellectual work included—is itself transformed
by reverse anthropology. No philosophy, however distant from encounters
with indigenous or other “other” peoples, is immune to being recursively
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characterized by them once it has been shown how it, too, remains within the
modern ontological distribution of naturalism. This view in turn raises the
question of whether “pure,” disciplinary philosophy can still be undertaken
only through reflections on its own canon and modern scientific thought;
without consideration, that is, of the bodies of thought—whether “oral” or
written, mythic or experimental, collective or individual—peculiar to other
cosmologies.

Although Viveiros de Castro might at first seem to be merely reiterating
the view, often held by anthropologists and other critical social scientists, that
speculative thought is merely an extreme refinement of modern scientific and
political discourses and thus best assessed in historical and social terms, he
is instead arguing that the suppositions of other collectives recast it in a way
that does not merely situate it but also yields thoroughly speculative thoughts
that run counter to and alter its own. For example, the Urdoxa described in
The Phenomenology of Perception appears unlikely to deserve the univer-
sal extension often granted it when certain assumptions behind Merleau-
Ponty’s reasoning are contrasted with discrepant Melanesian views. Many of
Merleau-Ponty’s arguments there for the body as the prereflexive ground of
thought and action rests on a presumption—that “I am in undivided posses-
sion of it through a body image” (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 98)—that would be
unlikely to be shared by Melanesian peoples for whom the notion, if not the
perception, of the body as an immediate, discrete unity is not a given. Suffice
it to recall both Boesou’s celebrated response to Maurice Leenhardt’s ques-
tion about whether colonization produced in the Canaque a European inter-
nalized self-consciousness (“Spirit? Bah! You didn’t bring us the spirit. We
already knew the spirit existed... What you’ve brought us is the body”), and
Leenhardt’s attempt to conceive how the “body” that preceded colonization
was not individuated in a way that rendered persons, human and nonhuman,
entirely distinct (1979). And it is not just prior humanist but also the most
vanguard of contemporary philosophies that end up deflated and altered by
such comparisons. As Viveiros de Castro points out elsewhere, understand-
ing Amerindian cosmology can lend one to agree with Quentin Meillassoux’s
rejection of modern correlationism and its anthropocentrism (2008), but it
also makes Meillassoux’s attempt to conceive being outside human thought
look like a simple inversion of the dominant term in modern dualism—one
that thereby confuses thought with modern humanity and its subject of
knowledge. More fully grasping the implications of Amerindian cosmology,
Viveiros de Castro states, requires taking the further step of developing our
own version of its view that humans are not exceptional enough to hold, in
essence, a single, specifiable relation to the entirety of nonhumans, and that
“the world” is constituted by the relations held between myriad beings, of
which the human is merely a single one.
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Viveiros de Castro’s argument that explicit metaphysical thinking of this
kind is inevitably part of reverse anthropology involves a further, arguably
more important component, which has aroused controversy and even exas-
perated some of his critics. This is his argument that anthropology must
let itself be drawn into metaphysics because speculative thought also takes
place within other collectives. The idea, of course, is not that Yanomami and
Runa shamans are formulating doctrines in their longhouses like those of
Oxford philosophers or libertine deconstructionists but instead that they and
their peoples reflexively address fundamental problems in ways, particularly
myth and dreaming, that yield bodies of complex thought not reducible to
their ritual and other pragmatic functions. To insist otherwise would be to
prolong “anthropology’s tendency,” as Viveiros de Castro puts it in Can-
nibal Metaphysics, “to refuse la pensée sauvage the status of a veritable
theoretical imagination” (Viveiros de Castro 2014, 77) on account of its
typically nonpropositional character. What is instead needed, he further
contends there, is an anthropological theory of indigenous and other alien
concepts that foregoes equating them with faulty propositions or statements
inextricable from their pragmatic contexts. In lieu of this, two things must be
done. First, the thoughts of other collectives should be recognized as form-
ing spheres of meanings unto themselves, and actors within them as reflex-
ively drawing on and creatively adding to them in order to address (whether
theoretically or practically) their cosmological, political, and existential
quandaries. Viveiros de Castro’s favored example of that, the Yanomami
shaman Davi Kopenawa’s account of his life of cosmopolitical struggle in
The Falling Sky, explains the destruction of Amazonian rainforest as result-
ing far less from clearcutting than from the release of disruptive mineral
spirits into the surface world by mining operations (Kopenawa and Albert
2013). (That is, a problem is addressed using concepts—of spirits—peculiar
to another ontological distribution.) Second, once it has been accepted that
such thoughts occur, their metaphysical character can be registered by pre-
serving rather than reducing their difference from from those of moderns.
Viveiros de Castro’s proposal for doing that is to treat alien thoughts as
expressions of worlds that remain, to some extent, only possible to us: as not
entirely susceptible, despite their translatability and its recursive effects, to
being reduced to and actualized into modern terms, and thus not evaluable
as crossing or falling short of the threshold of rationality constituted by the
proposition.

This view of “wild speculation” has been sharply criticized for being, at
best, a rhetorical provocation and, worse, a fantasy that attempts to dignify
other modes of thought by projecting onto them modern intellectual values.
Philippe Descola himself issues a rejoinder of that sort in his text here,
which is partly a response to Viveiros de Castro’s previous criticism of his
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work as an attempt to build a classification of ontologies that does not allow
itself to be altered by them. On Descola’s view, it is pointless to search
for philosophies like those of the West in collectives inherently without
them, and the better thing to do in the face of that is to understand other
approaches to composing the world. Metaphysics as such would be largely
superfluous to that task, especially as an image of how thinking might occur
among them.

Instead of reopening or attempting to settle that debate, we would sim-
ply like to point out that Descola himself undertakes in Beyond Nature and
Culture a decidedly metaphysical experiment, one that is not even imagin-
able from within contemporary realist and object-oriented philosophies (e.g.
Harman 2011) and yet that bears on their concerns. His proposal there, that
the misconstrual of other collectives as cultures can be overcome if they are
conceived as arising from different modes of identifying beings, involves
some philosophical inventiveness on his part, and this leads him, surprisingly,
to raise a problem that it also at the center of those philosophies. In order
to avoid inadvertently maintaining nature as the common material object or
referent of the praxis of different collectives, he conceives beings as not hav-
ing primary and secondary qualities that humans would call recognize and
represent in different symbolic ways. Descola instead argues that beings are
not originally fitted to perception, and the primary means by which humans
identify them—to see them as basically like or unlike themselves at the levels
of both interiority or physicality—arbitrarily selects and omits certain of their
characteristics. His conception of the relation between perception and reality
thus at once converges with the various object-oriented and realist attempts at
breaking with the modern philosophy of representation and sharply diverges
from them by presuming only a single plane of qualities that is actualized
differently.

What we find interesting about the contemporary nature of Descola’s posi-
tion is that it is the basis of a theory not of objects and their relations in the
abstract but rather of how distinct arrangements of both things—he counts
four—obtain among humans as a result of their different selections of fea-
tures from that plane. That is, each “mode of identification” is the foundation
on which various collectives define humans and nonhumans and relate—
“politically,” “economically,” “scientifically,” “aesthetically”—to them. The
lesson for so much contemporary philosophy (Harman 2011) is that its pursuit
of exotic objects is occurring in the wrong place: a comparative examination
of other collectives yields “weird” beings and relations of a very real kind that
neither a non-anthropomorphic phenomenology nor a philosophy of the natural
sciences can detect. Moreover, Descola can even be said to have, at the same
time, thereby articulated a new, capacious definition of the human that neither
privileges the attributes ascribed to it by Euroamerican thought nor neglects the

99 ¢ 99
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problem (reducible in much critical theory to a matter of biology) of how its
relations to nonhumans are always in different ways constitutive of it.

Other instances of unannounced metaphysical invention occur among the
anthropologists and philosophers present here. Eduardo Kohn creatively
develops Pierce’s semiotics (with a little assistance from Terence Deacon)
into a means of accounting for the continuities and discontinuities between
human and nonhuman representation, and thereby opens up a new, non-
anthropocentric conception of life (2013). Latour has thus quite percep-
tively called it an “alternative naturalization”: a way of conceiving nature
that neither conceals its relations with humans nor characterizes them in
anthropomorphic terms. In the same vein, Martin Holbraad has demonstrated
how the distinction between sense and reference, which has been viewed as
an indispensable aspect of common sense in analytic philosophy, is not at
work in divinatory speech, and has argued for another notion of truth (2012).

These anthropological experimentations with philosophy have also stimulated
philosophers to find in anthropology the substance of their own work. Patrice
Maniglier thus argues that a comparative metaphysics, in an exact sense, has
been at work in anthropology and related fields for a long time yet without it
being quite noticed. In his work on Ferdinand de Saussure and Claude Lévi-
Strauss, he has demonstrated that structuralism was for both of them a method
of constituting scientific objects that also entailed, in effect, a novel ontology
(2008; 2016). Their mutual need to identify their matters of analysis without
lapsing into naive positivism led them to employ a peculiarly comparative kind
of analysis. Saussure and Lévi-Strauss argued, respectively, that a sign or myth
becomes perceptible only when related to others signs or myths that differently
realize its values and properties. In Maniglier’s view, this approach to defining
entities uncovered an ontological property peculiar to them: if each being so
identified is, in reality, what the others in its group could possibly have been
and thus virtually are, then its way of being is to be a variation of the others,
that is, to be itself and what it could have otherwise been. The implications of
this idea for what anthropological inquiry is, he thinks, are quite strong. Since
its revisions to apparently certain modern concepts about human beings were
achieved through this same structuralist method—by showing that they too are
variations, in this ontological sense, of the concepts of other collectives—it
produced empirical knowledge that was simultaneously metaphysical. By
demonstrating empirically, for example, that kinship is not (as certain moderns
spontaneously think) a means of guaranteeing the continuity of the social order
by regulating the succession of generations but a solution to the problem of
relating to other groups through alliance, anthropology exposed the ontologi-
cal continuity between a “sure” human institution and distant others that recast
its nature. In such cases, from Maniglier’s perspective, a tandem method of
metaphysical skepticism and concrete inquiry allowed new truths to be arrived

Charbonnier et al_9781783488575.indb 16 28-11-2016 12:28:22



Introduction 17

at about the old truths they unsettled (along with truer ways of redistributing
beings on the basis of these new truths)—truths far superior than those created
through deductive fiat by pure philosophy.

But the work which goes furthest in blurring the boundary between philos-
ophy and anthropology is An Inquiry Into Modes of Existence (2013). Indeed,
the magnitude of the project far exceeds the framework of the sociology of
science, with which Bruno Latour is often associated; here, the philosophical
reflection which has always accompanied his empirical studies takes center
stage. Latour—though he does not draw on a comparative approach in the
same sense as Descola or Viveiros de Castro—also proposes an anthropo-
logical pluralism of an innovative kind. His concept of “mode of existence”
is not about eliciting a series of alternative ontologies. Instead, Latour seeks
to multiply the number of ontological formats in order to avoid conceiving
the experience of the Moderns according to the model of scientific objectiv-
ity, which has long been upheld as an ideal in order to discredit technical
knowledge, or politics, or religion. Modern subject/object dualism is held
mainly responsible for an extremely reductive division of beings and a disas-
trous demarcation dispute between science and politics. In its place, Latour
proposes a new topology: each such genre of practice is treated as a “mode
of existence” or singular trajectory of being, an irreducible way of contend-
ing with trials peculiar to different fields, such as science, law, and art, and
thereby instituting beings according to their specific formats.

This allowed the diversity of agents at work in science, politics, and the
other modes to be accounted for, but it left another problem unresolved: that
of the “category mistakes” that actors themselves, as well as social analysts,
make by characterizing the existents belonging to one mode in terms of
another. Another, more demanding form of pluralism was needed to counter
this, one that effectively precludes that sort of “external criticism.” The hege-
monic pretentions of science (the mode of “reference”) are made to yield to
the modes that were relegated to subordinate status in modernity, such as art
(“fiction”), psychology (“metamorphosis”), and religion, which thus opens
a wider range of resources by which the ecological crisis can be addressed.
As the relation between this pluralism and the comparativisms devised by
Viveiros de Castro and Descola will likely be a major issue for anthropology
in the coming years, Latour speaks for the first time in this volume to the
status of the thoughts of nonmodern collectives, and to the anthropological
descriptions that make them audible to moderns.

* sk sk

A few words about the intellectual and institutional background of this
volume will allow us to furnish some indications about its contents, and
how they reflect on and extend the movement of thought described above.
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Comparative Metaphysics was sparked by the eventual encounter of the
ontological approach in anthropology with a current of philosophy taking
place in France but that has so far received only scant exposure outside the
country. This still nascent form of philosophy, which is foremost concerned
with the social sciences, has emerged from the work of Bruno Karsenti (1997;
2013) and was arguably stimulated by Claude Imbert’s teaching and work
on Lévi-Strauss (Imbert 2008). That anthropologists were taking up ontol-
ogy and metaphysics in their own way thus did not go unnoticed by young
philosophers, and more than a few began directly working on it. Among them
was not only Patrice Maniglier, but also Frédéric Keck, who did extensive
work on both Lévi-Strauss and Lucien Lévy-Bruhl before beginning to work
on the anthropology of human-nonhuman relations (2008), and also two of
us: Salmon was endeavoring to analyze the conceptual stakes of the transfor-
mational redefinition of comparativism undertaken by Lévi-Strauss (2013),
and Charbonnier, to expose an unrecognized problematization of nature and
ecology present in French anthropology and sociology from Durkheim to
Descola (2015). At the same time, the anthropology of nature was beginning
to affect the practice of more traditional kinds of philosophy, as attested to by
Arnaud Macé’s rereading of the notion of physis in ancient Greece (2013). In
parallel, certain anthropologists with philosophical formations were working
to develop aspects of Descola’s anthropology of nature developed by joining
it to other intellectual approaches, like the sociology of Luc Boltanski (Gille,
this volume).

This was the atmosphere that the third of us, Skafish, found himself in
while a postdoctoral fellow in Paris, and engaged in close dialog with Viveiros
de Castro on how an anthropology of modes of speculative thought alien to
modernity might reactualize both the ethos and certain questions of French
theory (2016a; 2016b). The two of them decided that the moment was ripe for
a large conference exploring both that question and the many other philosoph-
ical and critical stakes of anthropology’s ontological turn. After the three of
us realized our common interest in undertaking the project, we organized with
Viveiros de Castro—and with crucial financial and institutional support from
Philippe Descola and the Laboratoire d’ Anthropologie Sociale—a weeklong
event that took place at the Centre Culturel International de Cerisy-la-Salle
in the summer of 2013." This book is largely composed of papers that were
given there, and we hope that it transmits some of the energy of the conversa-
tions that surrounded them, provoking unanticipated thoughts for its readers.

One of our major aims with the project was to overcome the compartmen-
talization produced by the persistence of the often enclosed national traditions
of anthropology by bringing them into dialog. We thus gathered certain mem-
bers of a generation of British-trained anthropologists influenced by Marilyn
Strathern—Martin Holbraad, Morten Pedersen, and Matei Candea—who were
among the very first to characterize the ontological turn during the Manchester
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debate in 2008, and since then forwarded a series of ethnographic and con-
ceptual propositions (Candea 2010, Holbraad 2012, Pedersen 2011) about
the potentials of recursive anthropology. Another goal was to bring both the
British-trained and French participants into contact with the perspectives that
have been opened by anthropologists in the United States working on postco-
lonial problematics and philosophical issues not normally within the scope of
the ontological turn but deeply related to it. These participants included Veena
Das on her work on violence and the everyday (2007), Stefania Pandolfo on
critical alterations to psychoanalysis produced by vernacular Islamic theology
and healing (2017), Eduardo Kohn on his “anthropology beyond the human”
(2013), and the recent work of Elizabeth Povinelli, who has recently challenged
and displaced contemporary philosophy through thinking with her Australian
colleagues in the Karrabing Film Collective in a way as forceful and inventive
as Viveiros de Castro (2017). (We regret that three of the four had commit-
ments that prevented them from participating in the volume.) Finally, Isabelle
Stengers—whose developments of the notions of cosmopolitics and Gaia and
affirmation of minor speculation make her an essential intercessor in our think-
ing—joined as a voice productively disruptive of any reactionary consensus.

Something that both the colloquium and this volume have made clear is
that the ontological turn is neither a doctrine nor a unified theoretical position.
Any attempt at dogmatically defining it would fail to encompass, obviously,
both those anthropologists whose theoretical inclinations intersect with philo-
sophical experimentation, and those for whom the classic conceptual arma-
ture of the discipline poses little problem. What unites the authors gathered
here is above all their interest in reflecting on the ontological pluralism pro-
posed by Strathern, Viveiros de Castro, Descola, and Latour, the recognition
that they share a common intellectual heritage that stretches from structural-
ism to Roy Wagner, and the notion that anthropology is a critical discipline
that does not segregate confrontation with the transformations affecting the
world from the task of conceiving how to think it. We are thus presenting the
texts that this volume comprises not as authoritative instances of a supposed
theory of ontological anthropology (there is not one) but because of the ways
they conceive the stakes of this reflection and its common ancestry.

The first section focuses on the redefinition of comparativism that follows
from the critique of the category of culture. The emergence of new forms of
pluralism and the increasing importance of the concept of symmetry should
be understood as attempts to account for the cosmopolitical stakes of differ-
ent ways of defining the relations between the West and its others. Philippe
Descola addresses these from an anthropological perspective while Gildas
Salmon does so historically. The other texts propose a critical analysis of
the contemporary deployment of comparison: Matei Candea assesses the
ontological turn by examining how it has dealt with two forms of comparison
(“lateral” and “frontal”) that were indissociable in classic anthropology, and
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Marilyn Strathern, in a twist that fruitfully upsets our account above, offers a
sort of sociocognitive genealogy of the emergence of comparison as an unin-
terrogated foundation of anthropology.

A radical interpretation of these new forms of comparison is capable of
bringing about a reevaluation of anthropology as a conceptual activity in its
own right: not a simple resource for philosophy, that is, but an intellectual
practice that modifies the very forms of our thought. The second section con-
siders this prospect from three different angles. Patrice Maniglier proposes
comparative method as a metaphysical instrument with an importance equiva-
lent to that Cartesian doubt assumed at the foundation of modern philosophy;
Martin Holbraad addresses the problem of how to apprehend the radical
difference between forms of thought, beyond the standardizing power of con-
cepts; and Pierre Charbonnier considers what political experience becomes if
modernity abandons its claim on conceptual sovereignty.

As unsettling the universality of the category of nature has been one of the
motors behind the shift to ontological forms of analysis, one of the main goals of
contemporary anthropology is the elaboration of new definitions of human/non-
human relations and of capacities for action in collectives that do not acknowl-
edge naturalist dualism. In a movement comparable to the one that engendered
the now almost classic concepts of animism and perspectivism, Eduardo Kohn
and Morten Pedersen describe two forms of composing worlds: the former is
based on the semiotic capacities inherent in life, and the other, on the concept of
the post-relational object. Arnaud Macé transports this line of inquiry into the
terrain of philology, by proposing a novel genealogy of Greek physis.

The final section concerns the political and/or metaphysical implications
of symmetrization’s capacity to treat other ways of composing worlds as
veritable alternatives to Western naturalism. Viveiros de Castro presents us
with the first autobiography of a “reverse anthropologist,” showing how his
construction of a truly dialogic anthropology leads to a perspectivist redefini-
tion of the relations between anthropology, philosophy, and myth. In taking
seriously the thought of “channels,” Peter Skafish opens a new approach to
the decentering of thought, concerned with altering modernity from its mar-
gins. Baptiste Gille explores the play of authority and power present both
in the formulation of an ontology, and in the relation between ontologies.
Finally, Bruno Latour dialogs with a young Chilean anthropologist, Carolina
Miranda, defending a new interpretation of the principle of symmetry, which
consists in making anthropology a project of redressing as much as possible
the inequalities of power that benefit moderns in order to initiate the tense
forms of negotiation about the conditions under which heterogeneous collec-
tives might coexist on the Earth.

— Paris, April 2016
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NOTES

1. We wish to express our gratitude to Edith Heurgon and the staff of the Centre
for hosting us and making possible a dialog that has proved pivotal for the majority
of the participants. We would also like to thank the many people who attended the
entire conference and participated from the audience, including Nastassja Martin,
Pierre-Laurent Boulanger, Dorothea Heinz, Christophe Leclercq, Daphné le Roux,
and Camille Chamois.
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