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We need another and a wiser and perhaps a more mystical concept 

of animals.

—Henry Beston, The Outermost House

The world around us is alive. Try as we might, we cannot live 
without some kind of Earth-based enchantment, although 
many of us still conceive of the world as an unfeeling machine 
that we can master and control using our keen human intellect. 
Our machines are no substitute for a corporeal engagement 
with the greater-than-human world.

Such a corporeal engagement is often called “animism.” 
A renewed fascination with animism has sprouted from a 
number of areas—some academic, and others that have always 
valued the importance of such thinking. The intimate kinships 
associated with indigenous knowledges and life-ways, which in 
some cases have endured for thousands of years, reveal that an 
animistic reality is not new.

Animism is way of positioning oneself in the world. It is about 
conceptualizing the material world and how we deal with 
it. It is a way of being in a world of others, not all of whom 
are human. Graham Harvey, a British professor of religious 
studies, describes contemporary animism as something much 
more inclusive than a belief in spirits or an adherence to Pagan 
cosmologies. In the Introduction to his edited anthology, The 
Handbook of Contemporary Animism, he highlights the “per-
formative acts in which people engage with other species or 
with material things.” Harvey is part of a new group of con-
temporary Animists, emerging from the fields of sociology, 

anthropology, ecology, and cultural studies. His work leads the 
way, championing a multi-voiced reassessment of just what 
animism is and how it might find its way into our contempo-
rary world.

This interest in animism provides us a new framework with 
which to consider the writing of J.A. Baker (1926–1987) and 
Henry Beston (1888–1968), two authors who give us a window 
into an enchanted world. This “world” is made abundant-
ly clear in their beautiful prose. Marking time with visions of 
immersion in, and reattachment to, the world from which we 
all have come enabled these two men to move beyond a dis-
engaged, external observation of nature. The works of Beston 
and Baker highlight the human experiences within an agentic 
nature—a nature within which we dwell and engage.

I draw attention to these two books for reconsideration with an 
animist lens because I fear that they are examples of something 
quickly slipping away. These books present a way of seeing that 
has become alien, strange, and, sadly, distant. Few books like 
them will be written in our present and near future, and I worry 
that a younger generation will have limited contact with the 
greater-than-human world and thus will be less likely to be 
drawn in by its magic.

Indeed, one can be possessed by the compelling and deep 
awareness conjured in the writings of these two men. Touching 
on the otherworldly and sensuousness found within the great-
er-than-human world, the writing just might speak to a bygone 
era. But I’m convinced that their books, The Outermost House 
and The Peregrine, still provide us with special insights that 
may be on the verge of being lost in our digital age. These 
works are prime examples of what the late eco-philosopher, 
Val Plumwood, referred to as “nature in the active voice” (from 
her essay by that title in The Handbook of Contemporary 
Animism)—where sound becomes voice, movement becomes 
action, and adaptation works as a dialogue.

SHADOWS OF AN ANIMISTIC WORLD
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We cannot live without some kind of Earth-
based enchantment.

In 1924, Henry Beston Sheahan (who adopted Beston as his 
professional name) took up residence on Coast Guard Beach on 
Cape Cod and proceeded to draft what is now seen as a classic 
of twentieth century nature writing, The Outermost House: A 
Year of Life on The Great Beach of Cape Cod. Thrilling in its 
nuanced descriptions of the changing seasons and the many 
creatures who graced its beaches, Beston’s writing reflects on 
the human’s place in the world, a place among “other nations” 
recognized only when attuned to the many reciprocal relation-
ships into which we are born.

Beston’s book showcases the struggle to survive and the un-
certainty of life, along with the horror and inescapable beauty 
experienced when one immerses oneself in the non-human 
world. Beston’s rich descriptions of shorebirds, eels, trees, and 
the occasional threatening storm reveal a constant delight in 
the many seasonal changes. Animal visitors stop in from afar, 
stirring the deepest emotions within him:

No aspect of nature on this beach is more mysterious to 
me than the flight of these shorebird constellations. The 
constellation forms, as I have hinted, in an instant of time, 
and in that same instant develops its own will.

Here nature is other, but an attribution of consciousness is 
necessary for Beston to assure us he is more than a simple ro-
mantic talking only about his impressions, or a mere documen-
tarian recording observations in a detached way. He shares the 
beach with these beings. Many species, in one place, woven to-
gether, and caught in the net of time.

Years later, J.A. Baker’s The Peregrine would also explore the 
natural world, but instead of simply observing and describing, 
the book’s author wished to merge with it. Detailing the hunting 
of two pairs of peregrine falcons as they moved through coastal 
East Anglia in Great Britain, The Peregrine forgoes standard 
nature writing fare and instead accounts the repeated kills of 
the birds he “hunts.” In page after page, Baker intricately de-
scribes the “plucked feathers,” the “skewered flesh,” and the 

aerial acrobatics practiced by these wild creatures as they 
circle, glide, and fall through the sky, with “golden feet flashing 
through sunlight.” A good example is the following:

The Peregrine drifted softly from a dead tree, like the dim 
brown ghost of an owl. He was waiting in the dark; not 
roosting but watching for prey. The partridge coveys called 
and gathered in the furrows; mallard swished down to the 
stubble to feed; the hawk did not move. I could see his dark 
shape huddled at the top of an elm, outlined against the 
afterglow.

The writings of Beston and Baker evoke the mystery and oth-
erness found in the animal world, a world over which we do 
not have full control. This sensuous, mysterious world once 
blended with our own human world, but in an age of machines, 
hyper-managerialism, and endless abstractions, that world has 
slid slowly into the bog. Today the animals are still out there, 
somewhere, but too often in much diminished numbers. They 
are there in the factory farms, in the shrinking wild spaces, 
and on our sofas next to us, but the animals in our midst have 
become less magical, less elusive, and, perhaps for many, not 
exciting enough.

Our contemporary world increasingly sees the non-human as 
pet, pest, product, or symbol, but as little else. A world pre-
occupied with sustaining human needs and social debates has 
little room for anything that does not conform to human spatial 
needs and its consumptive patterns.

The Canadian naturalist, John A. Livingston, questioned 
our obsession with marshalling only logical arguments on 
behalf of the non-human animal. In his book, The Fallacy of 
Wildlife Conservation, Livingston averred that the practice of 
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Our contemporary world increasingly sees 
the non-human as pet, pest, product, or 
symbol, but as little else.

conservation is done mostly in the human interest. “Perpetuated 
in the service of man,” as Livingston would so eloquently put 
it, conservation, he warned, could easily become an affair con-
cerned mostly with human utility.

The animal, as mysterious as those non-domesticates may be, 
appears to be either firmly under our control or understood as 
only another useful input for modern society. “Their mysteri-
ous otherness has not saved them,” claims author Joy Williams 
in Ill Nature: Rants and Reflections on Humanity and Other 
Animals, “nor have their beautiful songs and coats and skins 
and shells and eyes . . . we discover the remarkable intelligence 
of the whale, the wolf, the elephant—it does not save them, nor 
does our awareness of the complexity of their lives.”

“Animals are everywhere in our lives,” Williams continues. “We 
just can’t look into their eyes,” she claims, “and we’ve gotten 
used to not looking into their eyes... we distance ourselves from 
them more and more as we use them in increasingly unnat-
ural ways.”

Ecologist Paul Shepard outlined in his many writings that 
we humans have always lived in a world that has shaped us 
as much as we have shaped it. In interacting with this world, 
not just for mere sustenance, we have become who we are. Our 
brains evolved amongst a whole array of sights, sounds, and 
dynamic changes—most coming from the non-human others 
around us.

With billions of human bipeds roaming this great planet, it’s 
often surprising to catch glimpses of the beasts who once dom-
inated the landscape. The animals who helped shape us are 
hard to find, but on the whole, animals still surround us.

And yet, if the world of non-human animals has failed to be 
something that inspires us, perhaps it is because the world of 
our own making and our human-focused spiritualities seduce 
us in ways that the natural world cannot. “Only recently has 
the mystical pull of the animal world fallen from its status as 
a meaningful event and landed in the cultural broom closet,” 

writes author Christopher Manes in his book, Other Creations: 
Rediscovering the Spirituality of Animals. “Our religious self,” 
Manes insists, “has in the past been clarified and strengthened 
through stories about the many ways humans and animals 
interact, not merely physically, but paradigmatically, mythi-
cally.” Sadly, the animal has been knocked down a peg on the 
ladder of value. In the human-centered place of the city, only 
shadows of the animal world exist, intruders in a landscape of 
concrete and glass.

The sacredness, wonder, and mystery associated with animals 
make up a vast and often complex terrain intertwined with 
traditional ecological knowledge, modern conservation 
biology, and non-Western spiritualities. You cannot explain to 
someone that they should have some kind of reconnection with 
the animal world and then expect it to happen. Those who are 
looking usually find it.

Michael McCarthy, author of The Moth Snowstorm: Nature 
and Joy, writes of his daughter Flora and her captivation with 
the otherworldliness of whales. Existing in a hidden dimen-
sion, the ocean, their allure for her is undeniable: “Whales are 
so magical because when they surface, they offer a physical/
visible token of another realm which is veiled from us, but 
which also comprises part of our planet.” This is the corporeal 
engagement of animism.

In James William Gibson’s A Reenchanted World: Our Quest 
for a New Kinship with Nature, he tells the story of naturalist 
Alan Tennant, who attached transmitters to the legs of pere-
grine falcons to help track their migrations. Much like Baker, 
Tenant became obsessed, following for weeks one of the per-
egrines, known as “Amelia,” in a single-engine plane with his 
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colleague George Vose. Upon his separation from the falcon he 
penned the following:

Soon the swiftly winnowing speck Vose and I had hardly 
ever seen would be all we would ever know of her. Yet 
she’d been just an abstraction. George and I had flown 
where she has flown, seen the land that she had raked all 
day with her binocular eyes. And we had felt through our 
own fragile flight surfaces the same air currents, peered 
into the same mist and storm and rain that Amelia had 
known in every nerve, hollow bone, and fairy feather of her 
hard-muscled body.

If we see a world with 9 or 10 billion humans on it by mid-cen-
tury, the world of mystery and enchantment, the otherness of 
Beston’s “other nations,” will be severely and utterly trans-
formed. Then, we will be just a few ticks away from the reality 
depicted in Yevgeny Zamyatin’s novel, WE, where people, 
identified as numbers, live on one side of a Green Wall—sep-
arating the unruly world of non-human others from the com-
pletely rational and well-ordered world of humans.

Are we already there? I expect to live in a “world of wounds” 
continually masked by a world of human advancement and 
technological growth, a world where books like Beston’s 
The Outermost House and Baker’s The Peregrine lie dusty 
on library shelves since they have no relevance to the bland, 
sterile, human world around them.
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