Animism and Indigenous culture solve for climate disaster and we must learn from them to avoid extinction
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Relationships and relations are not necessarily nice (as Terry Pratchett [1993: 169–70] once said of elves). This, after all, is why many animists employ shamans and other diplomatic ritualists to negotiate with members of other species. The issues are particularly acute because (to paraphrase what the Iglulik shaman Aua told Knud Rasmussen [1929: 55–6]) in order to eat it is necessary to consume relations (as there are no other kinds of being). The inescapable context for efforts to act respectfully is that all beings are both predators and prey in relation to others. If consumption and consumerism are at the heart (or guts) of the Anthropocene and of the anthropogenic climate disaster, what we eat – or rather who we eat – is of critical importance. Understanding consumption as a relationship with an ethical dimension (as well as ontological and cosmological ones) is one significant implication of animism. Whilst familiar polemics against ‘consumerism and ‘over-consumption’ seem tired and without force, perhaps the more stark terms ‘predator’ and ‘prey’ might aid efforts to shift thinking – and therefore acts – in which we relate to the larger-than-human world. One of the ways in which animist relationships with our animate relations (especially those we eat) are making significant contributions to efforts to confront contemporary challenges is in insisting on the de-centring of humans and on the (re-)making of a respectful community. As climate disaster and mass extinctions increase, lessons might be learnt from the Indigenous communities, scholars and writers who are producing scientific and creative narratives in which “Indigenous peoples work to empower their own protagonists to address contemporary challenges” (Whyte, 2019: 224). The animist relationships of many Indigenous traditions not only offer vital exemplars of ways to make, maintain and/or restore inter-species respect, but also embody powerful critiques of the ideologies and practices that have got us into this mess.
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