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Abstract
A pluriversal encounter that includes interlocutors from other ways of knowing and being requires recraft-
ing how we commonly approach ontology in IR. Our shared ontological register only acknowledges sep-
aration as the fundamental existential assumption, and not all lifeways depart from this assumption. The
article prods us to move beyond considering ontology as the study of being, a more substantialist reading,
to include other fundamental existential commitments so that we can address how distinct presupposi-
tions shape and are shaped by how we perceive and engage existence. With this reorientation, the article
first establishes how even relational approaches in the discipline, including variations of constructivism,
poststructuralism, and new materialism privilege separation as the primordial condition of existence to
the exclusion of any other option. A conceptual toolset is then elaborated to examine how a singular com-
mitment to separation constitutes an ontological parochialism that enforces reductionism, exclusion, and
domination towards lifeways that embrace the interconnection as fundamental existential commitment.
Even though more effective engagement across pluriversal worlds would be crucial for developing
more complex tools for confronting the current planetary crisis, the discipline’s reductionist concept of
ontology itself keeps us quite far from effectively being able to engage in such an exchange.

Keywords: Ontology; Ontological Parochialism; Ontological Agility; Relationality; Pluriversal Encounter; Theory of
Knowledge; otros saberes

Introduction
Various recent theoretical currents in International Relations1 have argued that global politics are
constituted through actors beyond the human and that the current disciplinary parochialism
impedes fully engaging the multiplicity now evident in the field.2 Despite the push for a more

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the British International Studies Association.

1This article focuses on relations constituting the domain of IR. The international conceptually includes relations of
nations of beings (human and non-human alike). Its reach is both cosmic and microcosmic so it can range from intergalactic
relations to the nations of microbial beings that constitute the foundation of much of the planet. See Alexander Wendt and
Raymond Duvall, ‘Sovereignty and the UFO’, Political Theory, 36:4 (2008), pp. 607–33; Stefanie Fishel, The Microbial State:
Global Thriving and the Body Politic (Minneapolis, MN: The University of Minnesota Press, 2017), p. 57.

2Amaya Querejazu, ‘Encountering the pluriverse: Looking for alternatives in other worlds’, Revista Brasileira de Politica
Internacional, 59:2 (2016), p. 2. Engaging this plurality in human terms has been central to the post-Western literature
including Steve Smith, ‘The United States and the discipline of International Relations: “Hegemonic country, hegemonic dis-
cipline”’, International Studies Review, 4:2 (2002), pp. 67–86; Anna M. Agathangelou and L. H. M. Ling, ‘The house of IR:
From family power politics to the poisies of worldism’, International Studies Review, 6:4 (2004), pp. 21–49; Amitav Acharya,
and Barry Buzan, ‘Why is there no non-Western International Relations theory? An introduction’, International Relations of
the Asia-Pacific, 7:3 (2007), pp. 287–312; Pinar Bilgin, ‘Thinking past “Western” IR?’, Third World Quarterly, 29:1 (2008),
pp. 5–23; Arlene Tickner and Ole Wæver (eds), International Relations Scholarship Around the World (Oxon, UK:
Routledge, 2009); Robbie Shilliam (ed.), International Relations and Non-Western Thought (London, UK: Routledge,
2011); Arlene B. Tickner and David L. Blaney (eds), Claiming the International (New York, NY: Routledge, 2013);
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global/globalised IR,3 it has become clear that IR cannot include these voices without also diver-
sifying the existential premises that inform its tools for translating across dynamically
co-constituted worlds.4 The issue here is that the discipline’s common uses of ontology emerge
from, reflect and replicate an ontological register that treats separation as the fundamental con-
dition of existence, while rendering interconnection secondary or largely derivative.5

While generally separation and interconnection both represent potential ways of understand-
ing and describing the world, here they are specifically used to address a moment prior to the
formal conceptualisation of ontology in which assumptions are made about the conditions of
existence that subsequently inform our explicit ontological premises.6 Though interconnection
is very much present in our systems of thought, the reigning embrace of separation as the prim-
ordial condition of existence indelibly marks any approach that locates relations posterior to that
initial existential engagement by necessarily curtailing the possible degree of relational under-
standing and action. Relational approaches that emerge through a register defined by separation
are thus unequipped to grasp fully the implications of lifeways that start with interconnection as
the primordial condition of existence.

Today we find ourselves facing challenging and accelerating planetary crises and pandemics in
a pluriversal time-spacescape simultaneously shared by those who engage life with an
interconnection-based ontological register. Confronting complexity requires a more diverse exist-
ential toolbox replete with nuanced, nimble tools. This may be achieved through synergistic
exchanges with lifeways built off of a deep existential commitment to interconnection.7

Kosuke Shimizu, Masako Otaki, Takumi Honda, and Tomomi Izawa (eds), ‘In search of non-Western International Relations
theory: The Kyoto School revisited’, Studies on Multicultural Societies, 4 (2013), pp. 3–65. For treatises dealing with actants
beyond the human in IR, see Fishel, The Microbial State; Clara Eroukhmanoff and Matt Harker (eds), Reflections on the
Posthuman in International Relations: The Anthropocene, Security and Ecology (Bristol, UK: E-IR, 2017); Erika Cudworth,
Stephen Hobden, and Emilian Kavalski (eds), Posthuman Dialogues in International Relations (London, UK: Routledge,
2018). Indigenous IR scholars have been making claims about both dimensions: Sheryl Lightfoot, Global Indigenous
Politics: A Subtle Revolution (London, UK: Routledge, 2016); Jeff Corntassel and Marc Woons ‘Indigenous perspectives’,
in Stephen McGlinchey, Rosie Walters, and Christian Scheinpflug (eds), International Relations Theory (Bristol, UK: E-IR,
2018), pp. 131–7.

3Amitav Acharya, ‘Global International Relations (IR) and regional worlds: A new agenda for international studies’,
International Studies Quarterly, 58:4 (2014), pp. 647–59; Pinar Bilgin and Zeynep Gulsah Capan, ‘Regional international rela-
tions and global worlds: Globalising international relations’, Uluslararas Iliskiler, 18:70 (2021), pp. 1–11.

4Lily Ling describes the dangers of attempting to translate across worlds when one’s very distinct fundamental existential
commitments preclude being able to understand the Other on their own terms; see L. H. M. Ling, ‘The missing Other: A
review of Linklater’s Violence and Civilization in the Western States-System’, Review of International Studies, 43:4 (2017),
p. 629. This Special Issue highlights several examples of how this is already the case. See also Kimberly Hutchings,
‘Dialogue between whom? The role of the West/non-West distinction in promoting global dialogue in IR’, Millennium,
39:3 (2011), pp. 639–47; Robbie Shilliam, The Black Pacific: Anti-Colonial Struggles and Oceanic Connections (London,
UK: Bloomsbury, 2015); Yong-Soo Eun, Pluralism and Engagement in the Discipline of International Relations (Singapore:
Palgrave, 2016).

5‘Uses’ is intentional and specific; see Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (3rd edn, New York: Macmillan,
1958), §7–§16. ‘Forms of knowing and being’ signals possibilities beyond ‘knowledge’, here understood as a substantive fruit
of embracing separation in the first moment.

6Other commitments may readily exist.
7In the face of these crises, Aradau and van Munster recommend breaking out of the limited nature of our thinking regard-

ing disruptive incidents through a politics-of-catastrophe framework, yet Mark Jackson observes:

It is not enough to appeal to the more-than-human or materiality, as we have been doing for some time now. We need
to recognize that other people, other philosophies, other worlds, and other ideas have been making similar claims on
wider ecological relations for hundreds, sometimes tens of thousands, of years, and crucially, in critical ways.

It is our current monopolised ontological register that leads to the first more materialist approach and does not and
cannot take the latter perspectives fully into account. See Claudia Aradau and Rens van Munster, Politics of Catastrophe
(London, UK: Routledge, 2012); Mark Jackson (ed.), Coloniality, Ontology and the Question of the Posthuman (London,
UK: Routledge, 2018), p. xii.
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Nevertheless robustly relational lifeways of ‘being-feeling-knowing-doing’8 – when perceived
through a singularly separation-based ontological register – are continually interpreted and trea-
ted as objects of study because they do not figure coherently with this register.9 Yet pluriversal
encounters between lifeways built off of distinct existential commitments, where all are seen as
necessary and key interlocutors, are ‘absolutely critical to our survival, where “our” includes
more-than-human realms’.10

To recognise and deal effectively with ontological pluralism, our use and understanding of ontol-
ogy must be recrafted.11 More than the study of being, recrafting ontology to permit plural registers
with distinct existential points of departure would allow us to examine the intimate link between the
assumptions that we make about the conditions of existence and how we engage and therefore par-
ticipate in co-creating existence. Discerning this connection would improve our chances at interact-
ing effectively and correspondingly in said pluriversal encounters and therefore grasp more fully the
implications of the presented contrasts. This experience would in turn prod us to develop onto-
logical agility, or a knowing of how and when to use distinct registers during ontological translation.
Very different from an inclusion-based project that seeks to add voices to the pot, the goal of this
proposal is to engage across and through pluriversal worlds in meaningful ways.12

To lay the groundwork then, we first need to see how our current understanding of ontology
actively disallows a fuller comprehension of existential possibilities. When we begin to perceive
that which is being actively truncated from our current ontological purview characterised by a singu-
lar register, we can realise the value that these previously unacknowledged contrasts hold for under-
standing today’s planetary crises. The value, though, is not in one or the other approach, where one
option would be ‘better’ or ‘more right’ than the other, but in their interaction with interlocutors cap-
able of ontologically translating ideas without ‘inadvertently’ demanding their reduction.13

Towards this end, the first section of this article indicates the pervasive use of a register of sep-
aration in the discipline before pointing to the fissures that this prior commitment to separation
spawns in IR’s predominant relational currents including poststructuralism, constructivism, and
new materialism. The second section pluralises ontology to include registers based on both

8Arlene B. Tickner and Amaya Querejazu, ‘Weaving worlds: Cosmopraxis as relational sensibility’, International Studies
Review, 23:2 (2021), p. 391.

9José Chalá Cruz, Representaciones del cuerpo, discursos e identidad del pueblo afroecuatoriano (Quito, Ecuador:
Universidad Politécnica Salesiana, 2013), p. 91. Many will argue that the ontological and multispecies turns have overcome
this problem, but as I show below prior commitments to separation still imbue those literatures. See also Amaya Querejazu,
‘Cosmopraxis: Relational methods for a pluriversal IR’, Review of International Studies, this Special Issue; Rauna Kuokkanen,
‘Indigenous epistemes’, in Imre Szeman, Sarah Blacker, and Justin Sully (eds), A Companion to Critical and Cultural Theory
(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2017), p. 313; Joanne DiNova, Spiraling Webs Of Relation: Movements Toward an Indigenist
Criticism (New York, NY: Routledge, 2012), pp. 3–4.

10David L. Blaney and Tamara A. Trownsell, ‘Recrafting International Relations by worlding multiply’, Uluslararas Iliskiler,
18:70 (2021), p. 59.

11Regarding the notion of ‘recrafting’, see Tamara Trownsell, Amaya Querejazu Escobari, Giorgio Shani, Navnita Chadha
Behera, Jarrad Reddekop, and Arlene Tickner, ‘Recrafting International Relations through relationality’, e-International
Relations (2019), available at: {https://www.e-ir.info/2019/01/08/recrafting-international-relations-through-relationality/}
and Blaney and Trownsell, ‘Recrafting International Relations by worlding multiply’, pp. 46–58. Also, the term ‘primordial’
can be uncomfortable due to the way in which it encourages seeking out an ‘origin’ or ‘pure’ notion. I do not use it in this
spirit but to indicate a fundamental existential commitment that does not have another one made before it. See Michel
Foucault, ‘Nietzsche, genealogy, history’, in Paul Rabinow (ed.), The Foucault Reader (New York, NY: Pantheon Books,
1984), pp. 76–80; Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals/Ecce Homo, trans. Walter Kaufmann and
R. J. Hollingdale (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1989), pp. 77–8.

12I am also not insinuating that we all should (or even could) become indigenous. The argument is that we need to become
ontologically agile. We need to learn to employ multiple ontological registers as a way to engage more effectively with others
who start with other existential premises in order to have a better chance at synergistically diversifying our existential toolbox
for the welfare of all life on the planet. See David Chandler and Julian Reid, Becoming Indigenous: Governing Imaginaries in
the Anthropocene (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2019), p. 5.

13While this article only creates the space for an ontological register that stems from the embrace of interconnection, others
could exist.
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separation and interconnection as potential primordial conditions of existence. With multiple
registers, the robustly relational aspects systematically rendered invisible through a singular, trun-
cated register now (re)appear. The key conceptual tools developed here provide the opportunity
in the third section to revisit the fissures identified in the first and to examine how a commitment
to separation enforces ontological reductionism, exclusion and domination, thereby hindering
any attempt to engage a ‘world multiple’.14

Before proceeding, a few clarifications beckon. First, the argument has been inspired through
my daily interactions in the Andes for over 15 years. The concepts applied here were developed to
make sense of the stark differences between my own ontological-cultural programming and other
ways of knowing exemplified in Andean cosmovivencias shared with me through these interac-
tions – sometimes with people and beings very dedicated to them, at other times with those
who openly expressed disdain for them.15 The great lesson from these interactions was that we
need the Other to recognise both other ways of being/knowing in the world and the ontological
architecture that edifies our own. I thank all of the beings that have brought me to the under-
standings introduced here.

Second, I recognise that taking us further into the realm of ‘leaps of faith’ is uncomfortable in a
discipline whose craft masters seek to demonstrate that International Relations is a legitimate
social science. It seems, however, that we cannot expand our existential options for facing today’s
complexity without opening ourselves up to these questions. Even though no particular first-
moment ontological commitment is the ‘correct’ one since ‘matters of philosophical ontology
… can really never be settled definitively’, these fundamental existential assumptions shape in
a very direct way how we exist and therefore the kinds of worlds that we co-create.16

Third, by insisting on adopting and recrafting the term ‘ontology’ I realise that I am running
the risk of having lifeways that emerge through a commitment to robust relationality (indigenous
and otherwise) be ‘shoehorn[ed] into a European register/s’ as Morgan Brigg, Mary Graham, and
Martin Weber suggest in this Special Issue.17 While I yearn to find a term that is not ontology, the
forms of exclusion created by prejudices reproduced at the ontological level within academia itself
are my immediate concern here.18 Moreover, since ‘nothing is more political than the claim of
existence’ as Querejazu also observes in this Special Issue, I am politically calling out how discus-
sions about ontology have been invested in such a way that other fundamental existential com-
mitments do not even appear on the register as legitimate possibilities and that those approaches
most likely to be empathetic with these other voices are ontologically ‘strapped’.19 Until we see

14Keiichi Omura, Grant Jun Otsuki, Shiho Satsuka, and Atsuro Morita (eds), The World Multiple (London, UK: Routledge,
2019).

15Cosmovivencia as ‘cosmic living/experience’ encompasses all possible ways of engaging in and interacting with existence.
Ontologically it is more robust than ‘worldview’ because of its cosmic scope, emphasis on the living and doing through a
wider range of sensory channels and no forced separation between the observer and the observed. See Tamara Trownsell,
‘Robust Relationality: Lessons from the Ontology of Complete Interconnectedness for the Field of International Relations’
(ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (3590400), American University, Washington, DC, 2013), pp. 35–6.

16Patrick T. Jackson, The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations: Philosophy of Science and its Implications for the
Study of World Politics (London, UK: Routledge, 2011), p. 34.

17Morgan Brigg, Mary Graham, and Martin Weber, ‘Relational Indigenous systems: Aboriginal Australian political order-
ing and reconfiguring IR’, Review of International Studies, this Special Issue.

18I focus solely on ontology instead of ‘onto-epistem-ology’ or ‘ethics-onto-epistem-ology’ suggested by Karen Barad,
because I am not convinced that an equivalence exists between the fruits of embracing separation or interconnection as
the primordial existential suppositions such that they all lead to a need for epistemology, per se or even to the aspiration
of producing knowledge as the end result of methodology. Leaving open the possibility of distinction in purpose between
the fruits of these primordial assumptions about existence is crucial for generating new, more complex existential tools;
see Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007), pp. 89–90.

19Even though some would say ‘And for good reason!’, one indirect aim of this article is to provide the tools necessary for
seeing how this response is the fruit of a particular fundamental existential assumption and that assumptions may be changed
… just like that. The position expressed above is sympathetic to those working in onto-/cosmopolitics, as found, among many
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how a reductionist account of ontology is keeping our theoretical innovative capacity ‘shored up’,
we’re not going to get very far in terms of a pluriversal, conscientious tinkuy, or encounter
between complementary-opposite tendencies, a process of sitting in and learning from the ten-
sions generated through a contrast between distinct fundamental existential assumptions.20

Separation’s dominance in the discipline: Cracks, cracks everywhere
The discipline, including its central relational currents, collectively privileges separation as the
primordial condition of existence. That is, we have been taught an understanding of ontology
that takes the ‘distinguishability’ among stuff to indicate a basic condition of existential autonomy
that requires treating perceived boundaries based on difference as real.21 While generally unre-
marked, this collectively held existential commitment provides a shared consistency that is fun-
damental to defining IR as a particular craft.22 As Ludwig Wittgenstein notes, as a premise of our
IR language-games: ‘People don’t come to blows over it; … That is part of the framework on
which the working of our language is based.’23 This lesson similarly applies to the fundamental
existential assumptions that precede both language and culture in that they generate a consistent
resonance between our learned existential commitments and the way the world seems to be.24

We can see this in how ontology is commonly treated in the discipline as dealing with matters
of what is in the world.25 To be in a position to ask ‘what’ questions, one already has to assume
that the world is made up of identifiable objects or categories. Patrick T. Jackson, in his monu-
mental effort to open the scientific endeavour of IR to a plurality of approaches including more
relational currents, shows how this approach to ontology takes separation for granted prior to
explicit ontological commitments.26 Employing Heikki Patomäki and Colin Wight’s distinction
between philosophical and scientific ontology, Jackson links the ‘What is in the world?’ question
to the realm of scientific ontology, where we would expect to see

a catalog of objects, processes, and factors that a given line of scientific research expects to
exist or has evidence for the existence of: ontology as bestiary, so to speak, concerned with
what exists, or with the general principles on which such existence might be determined.27

others, in Marisol De la Cadena and Mario Blaser (eds), A World of Many Worlds (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2018); Arturo Escobar, Otro Posible Es Posible (Bogotá, Colombia: desde abajo, 2018). While this particular article focuses
more on new materialist (multispecies) literature, the concerns developed here still speak to the ontological turn of anthro-
pology. For a very interesting treatise on the relationship between these literatures, see Anna Tsing, ‘A multispecies onto-
logical turn?’, in Omura et al., The World Multiple (2019), pp. 233–47.

20Javier Lajo, Qhapaq Ñan: La ruta Inka de la sabiduría (Quito, Ecuador: Abya-Yala, 2003), pp. 86–93; Pachakutiq
Ninanturmanya, ‘La Raíz Sagrada Wa y los Ciclos Cósmicos en la Cosmovisión Andina Qechwa’, Serpiente Emplumada
(Lima, Peru: Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Tradicionales, 2009), p. 4.

21Separation-based relational approaches upend this significantly yet leave certain distinctions untouched. Distinctions do
not disappear when we embrace interconnection as the primordial condition of existence; their ontological status fundamen-
tally changes and they are processed differently (see below).

22Nicholas Onuf, ‘What we do: International Relations as craft’, in Andreas Gofas, Inanna Hamati-Ataya, and Nicholas
Onuf (eds), History, Philosophy and Sociology of International Relations (New York, NY: Sage, 2018), pp. 513–26.

23Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §240–§241, emphasis added.
24In this sense I am addressing an area prior to the culture that is the centre of Yaqing Qin’s arguments in ‘A multiverse of

knowledge: Cultures and IR theories’, The Chinese Journal of International Politics, 11:4 (2018), p. 415. Both language and
culture are specific expressions of a shared set of existential commitments.

25In their textbook, Kurki and Wight define ontology as the ‘theory of being’ and explain that it responds to the questions
‘What is the world made of? What objects do we study?’. See Milja Kurki and Colin Wight, ‘International Relations and social
science’, in Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith (eds), International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity (3rd

edn, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 15.
26Patrick T. Jackson, The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations, pp. 28–34.
27Heikki Patomäki and Colin Wight, ‘After postpositivism? The promises of critical realism’, International Studies

Quarterly, 44:2 (2000), p. 215; Patrick T. Jackson, The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations, p. 28.
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He adds a prior question, ‘What is the nature of my hook-up to the world?’, to correspond to
philosophical ontology referring to the realm of the ‘most abstract constitutive potentials of social
life’.28

Asking this question allows Jackson to propose two ontological wagers that are selected in this
logically prior ontological realm and that generate very different types of knowledge. The first,
mind-world monism, directly challenges the knowledge produced within a scientific ontological
approach based on mind-world dualism. Fomenting greater explicit discussion of philosophical
ontology and a more pluralist understanding of philosophical ontologies allowed IR scholars
who did not practice neopositivism to move beyond academic debates over which things may
really exist and according to what parameters and to launch discussions about relations as pro-
cess.29 By showing how a given philosophical ontological orientation corresponds to a particular
range of methodological prescriptions and kinds of knowledges (and not others), he could argue
that scientific inquiry should be redefined in terms of its goals and not limited to one particular
method.30 With this manoeuvre, Jackson bravely forged a place for methodological pluralism in
the scientific endeavour of IR, giving even more radical relational scholars a chance to be deemed
legitimate in the discipline.

While many scholars, myself included, enjoyed the extra breathing room, it is curious to note
how this gesture, in the domain of the question of ontology itself, still harbours a commitment to
separation as the primordial condition of existence. The wagers themselves, ‘mind-world dualism’
and ‘mind-world monism’, are articulated in terms of mind in relation to the world, revealing a
prior assumption of separability: that between the mind and all else related to the mind, such as
the physical body, emotions, and sensing channels. It also reinforces a divide between humans pos-
sessed of ‘mind’ and the rest of ‘mindless’ existence. While it may allow us to arrive at intersubjective
understandings of how humans interact as seen in linguistic-turn-based relational currents, the
emphasis on mind still undergirds separating this species from other beings found in the cosmos.
Here is the first of many examples in this article that illustrate just how pervasive and unnoticed the
monopolised ontological register is and its curtailing impact on our ability to appreciate the fruits of
lifeways whose primordial ontological commitments are not subsumed to separation.

To engage ontological complexity, we might be better served with the concept, ‘ontological
moments’, or distinct time-place points at which deeper questions of an ontological nature are
asked-answered (with or without the awareness of the person applying the lens). Instead of lead-
ing us necessarily to linear or binary logics, the concept allows for a more configurational under-
standing of how existential commitments are made at distinct moments, whereby the whole
configuration, not just a singular moment, delimits the corresponding field of imaginable possi-
bilities. Through ontological configurations we can begin to address the relative degrees and kinds
of relationality and separation found across intellectual currents, as in the weaker relational
expressions of constructivism that still hold onto various prior commitments to separation, or
in the more complex architecture of the new materialisms reviewed below.

In contrast to a more poststructuralist reading of relationality that undergirds Jackson’s argu-
ment cited above, constructivists developed a distinctive ontological configuration. While faithful
to the implications of the linguistic turn’s more relational claims, mainstream ‘weak’ constructi-
vists have opted for a more ‘modernist’ epistemology to demonstrate that they are ‘scientific
enough’.31 Placing their epistemological bets on a stronger, prior supposition of separation –

28Ibid.; Ira Cohen, quoted in Heikki Patomäki, After International Relations: Critical Realism and the (Re)Construction of
World Politics (New York, NY: Routledge, 2002), p. 109.

29Patrick T. Jackson, The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations, p. 28. For an earlier injunction toward this end, see
Mathias Albert, David Jacobson, and Yosef Lapid (eds), Identities Borders Orders: Rethinking International Relations Theory
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2001).

30Ibid., pp. 20–3.
31Emanuel Adler describes distinct constructivist programmes in ‘Constructivism in International Relations: Sources, con-

tributions, and debates’, in Walter Carlsnaes, Thomas Risse, and Beth Simmons (eds), Handbook of International Relations
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that of an objective reality sitting outside the intersubjective domain – allowed constructivism to
become a ‘third paradigm’ of IR, enabling, despite its limits, an increased sensitivity to relational
notions like co-constitution, identity, and norms in the discipline.32 Most poststructuralists sug-
gest, however, that this constructivist move privileges certain types of relations that constitute
agents/structures in a way that leaves an assumed categorical division of existence intact.33

One unforeseen consequence of the linguistic turn’s drive to humble truth claims in the social
sciences by erasing the subject-object divide was the simultaneous bolstering of another fissure:
that between humans and all else through human language. The gaping wound and repercussions
of anthropocentrism soon became the point of contention for a new generation of materialists.34

While embracing the very relational metaphor of the network and acknowledging the generative
impact of human discourse, the new materialists refused the idea that all things material are sub-
ject to human will. They do so in order to recognise the agency of material things. To suture the
wound, they ‘displace human privilege’ by abolishing the hierarchy between humans and all
else.35 Quickly they set to ‘troubling dichotomies’, unsettling boundaries, and revolutionising
objectivities to theorise the agency of (vibrant) matter.36 As a result, a unique ontological anat-
omy has emerged: both material and ideational worlds have become inescapably entangled and
detached with human and nonhuman actants enmeshed in lively intra-actions. Though now
much harder to detect, certain key fissures still linger here.

One particular partition that is still constitutive in very important ways – despite Bruno
Latour’s acknowledgment of its constructed nature – is that between science and religion.37

Jane Bennett’s engagement with the debate on life and mattering is particularly illustrative. To
avoid any association with fundamentalist Christian understandings of vitalism, she is extraordin-
arily careful to reproduce Hans Driesch’s distinction between naïve and critical/modern ver-
sions.38 In theorising vitality, Bennett sees her (and Driesch’s) struggle as one of making ‘the
life-matter relationship as close as it can possibly be without going all the way over to a

(2nd edn, London, UK: Sage, 2013), p. 115. This division is also treated in Yaqing Qin, ‘A multiverse of knowledge’, p. 422;
Patrick Thaddeus Jackson and Daniel Nexon, ‘Reclaiming the social: Relationism in anglophone international studies’,
Cambridge Review of International Affairs, 32:5 (2019), pp. 582–3. In contrast to the new materialisms, who, arose directly
through scientific debates in both philosophy of science and science and technology studies, relational approaches based on
linguistic philosophy had to go to greater lengths to be considered part of the social scientific endeavour. Certainly, breaking
through the canons in any discipline is challenging especially for a literature as fantastically revolutionary as the new materi-
alisms, but once barriers are broken, their line of academic pedigree eased the task of showing themselves to be ‘scientific
enough’. It is precisely from this positionality, as Anna Tsing poignantly asserts, that new materialists from ‘within’ science
have been able ‘to demonstrate the importance of contaminated categories in shaping interactions across multiple ontologies’;
see Tsing, ‘A multispecies ontological turn?’, p. 235.

32David McCourt promotes the ‘true value’ of practice theory, relationalism, and constructivism by asserting that they keep
‘IR scholarship sensitive to the social and cultural contexts in which international politics takes place’, even though he recog-
nises that this particular manoeuvre resulted in a scientific ontological bestiary of ‘norms, culture and identity’; see David
M. McCourt, ‘Practice theory and relationalism as the new constructivism’, International Studies Quarterly, 60:3 (2016),
pp. 475–7.

33For this reason, ‘not all practice-theoretic and relational scholarship fits comfortably under the rubric of constructivism’;
Jackson and Nexon, ‘Reclaiming the social’, p. 582.

34From the perspective of new materialism, theoretical currents based on the linguistic turn not only cannot respond
effectively to environmental crises but their embraced anthropocentrism actively nurtures the problem, see Barad, Meeting
the Universe Halfway, pp. 132–7.

35Catherine Keller and Mary-Jane Rubenstein (eds), Entangled Worlds: Religion, Science, and New Materialisms
(New York, NY: Fordham University Press, 2017), pp. 1–2.

36Karen Barad, ‘Diffracting diffraction: Cutting together-apart’, Parallax, 20:3 (2014), p. 168. In their introduction, Coole
and Frost make explicit their ‘conviction that it is now time to subject objectivity and material reality to a similarly radical
reappraisal’ in Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (eds), New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2010), p. 2; Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2010).

37Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, trans. Catherine Porter (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994).
38Jane Bennett, ‘A vitalist stopover on the way to a new materialism’, in Coole and Frost, New Materialisms, p. 62.
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(mechanistic) materialism and without implying a metaphysics of “soul”’.39 She admires
Driesch’s strategy to ‘yoke’ the ‘vital principle to experiential activities in the lab’, because it
‘ward[s] off the temptation within vitalism to spiritualize the vital agent’.40 While this position
moves us well beyond an anthropocentric focus to encompass vibrant matter, it obliges us – if
we want to discuss that vibrancy – to stick to a science lab and to a ‘materialism [that] eschews
the life-matter binary and does not believe in God or spiritual forces’.41 This prohibition is not
unique to the new materialisms. It is also central to the ontological architecture of strategies stem-
ming from the linguistic turn, as witnessed in early Wittgenstein’s famous admonition: ‘Whereof
one may not speak, thereof one must be silent.’42

The purpose of this section has been to show that the common use of ontology in the discip-
line is based on a fundamental existential commitment to separation, that relational approaches
in IR retain certain fissures, and that distinct cuts at different moments generate and reflect
different ontological configurations. To understand how these persistent fissures affect both rela-
tional approaches in IR and our ability to ‘encounter’ other robustly relational forms of knowing/
being, the next section develops pertinent conceptual tools.

Pluralising the ontological register
In The Microbial State, Stefanie Fishel crucially addresses the transformative power of metaphors
through what she calls ‘metaphorogenesis’.43 Her attentiveness to the generative dimension of
our use of language and metaphor in particular is common to the relational approaches reviewed
here. Beyond their generative character, however, the deployment of a metaphor both reflects and
reproduces an ontological architecture that directly shapes a particular way of participating in
co-creation. That is, metaphors come with an ontological imprint, or a particular range of existen-
tial commitments, that allow them to even be recognised and function as metaphors (despite poly-
semy).44 Earlier this idea was alluded to with the term ‘cosmovivencia’, or ‘cosmic living’, where our
forms of being, doing, and sensing are an integral part of cosmic co-creative process. Elsewhere in
this Special Issue, Querejazu talks of ‘cosmopraxis’ to describe this emergent process of ‘worlding’.

The main point is that making fundamental assumptions about existence, be it separation,
interconnection, or otherwise, gives form to how we channel our vital life force; it shapes how
we ‘world’ and what we co-generate. The fruits borne through ‘practicing existence’, such as
forms of engaging, concepts, languages, ways of life, objects, and phenomena, then bear the
mark of collectively applied sets of assumptions.45 Because these by-products reflect the corre-
sponding embraced image, cosmopraxis, like the rules of a language game, gets ‘naturalised’
through the shared fruits. Moreover, because the co-generated fruits are consonant with the onto-
logical configuration with which we begin, they reinforce applying the same image. In short, each
ontological configuration affords a particular range of ways of perceiving, filtering, engaging, and
strategising (and not others), and as such generates a limited field of imaginable possibilities.

Below is a graphic portrayal of an ideal-typical and very rudimentary model of ontological
images to show how existential assumptions mold the co-creative process. The purpose of the

39Bennett, ‘A vitalist stopover on the way to a new materialism’, p. 55.
40Ibid., p. 56.
41Ibid., p. 63.
42Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 1999), §7.
43Fishel asserts: ‘If the argument is not whether we rely on metaphor to understand the world, but instead that the world is

shaped through these metaphorical constructs, then this relationship can be transformative as well as descriptive. This is the
effectivity of metaphor. See Fishel, The Microbial State, p. 51.

44Jarrad Reddekop’s analysis of ‘human’ and ‘runa’ clearly illustrates this point. Jarrad Reddekop, ‘Against ontological cap-
ture: Drawing lessons from Amazonian Kichwa relationality’, Review of International Studies, this Special Issue.

45From an Andean perspective this idea is not anthropocentric. Since all beings vibrate with life force, they all participate
in co-creating fruits.
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model is to contrast first-moment existential claims so that we can start to conceptualise how each
shapes what can be afforded in that and subsequent ontological moments in very different ways.
The contrast is critical for identifying below how the separation-based elements of each relational
approach’s ontological architecture allow certain aspects of relational thinking and being and dis-
allow others. Each image remains faithful to and fractally shapes the range of possibilities afforded
by the privileged fundamental existential assumption.46 We both perceive and ‘world’ through
this geometric co-creative architecture. The filters are not just visual, but very much sensual, cog-
nitive and multidimensional.

Figure 1 presents possible images for each first-moment assumption in question. The images
below illustrate the indelible impact that embracing separation in the first moment can have on a
primarily relational ontological configuration that emerges posterior to this first assumption.

The lower picture in the third column represents the most typically applied ontological image
for separation. When privileging separation in the first moment, every ‘thing’ is treated as an
existentially autonomous unit. In this case, the unit or category, such as treaty, conflict, or citizen,
has the status of being ontologically independent from all other imaginable substantives, which
encourages the user to conceive of categories in an ‘embodied’ (or ‘in-corp-orated’) sense in con-
trast to the ‘energetic’ or ‘principled’ nature of the relational components above.

The ontological images corresponding to the assumption of interconnection as the primordial
condition of existence in (A) in contrast show one ‘whole’ consisting of the relation that tethers
two complementary-opposite components, such as up/down, left/right, feminine/masculine.47

The lower picture of (A) highlights the primacy of the relation through the solid black line
that interconnects two perforated circles or components. The perforated aspect highlights their
interpenetrating, emergent character, wholly contingent upon the constantly dynamic nature
of the relation they share. Furthermore, the dotted line in the top image shows the permeated
and permeable nature of these components, whereby part of one impulse can be found within
the other and vice versa. This particular image leads us to pay attention to that which is perme-
able or ‘disincorporated’. While the two-in-one basic building block serves to highlight what priv-
ileging interconnection as the primordial assumption implies, the reductionist nature of the
model fails to capture how each component is deeply and fractally embedded in all relations
on a cosmic scale.48 The symbols in Figure 2 begin to convey the complexity:

Each image in Figure 2 depicts four elements, which represent two relations of proportional-
ities between two pairs such that any encounter between beings is also an encounter between
their relative distribution of not necessarily ‘in-corp-orated’ elements.49

Both elements, separation and interconnection, are present in each primordial ontological
commitment. It is the order in which the elements appear ontologically that affects how we regis-
ter existence. Privileging interconnection puts primary attention on the relation (even the one
between interconnection and separation) as signalled by the solid black line in the bottom
image of (A). The distinguished components it tethers are ontologically secondary such that

46The latter aspect beckons us to recognise how each assumption effects in unique ways at distinct moments.
47Here I am not referring to simple logocentric binaries. Below I address the different manners of understanding these

pairs and the need to be aware of the lens that we use to interpret them. The inseparable character of the components in
(A) is the basis for Bhabha’s discussion of not being able to get rid of the ‘dark shadow’ and for the Andean language of
Quechua treating the whole compound as ‘one’ or ‘juk’. As Rengifo explains: ‘Juk in Quechua is not the exclusive number
one of the decimal system; instead it is the way of referring to the couple: one with its complement(s).’ See Homi
Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York, NY: Routledge, 1994), pp. 62–3; Grimaldo Rengifo Vásquez, ‘The Ayllu’, in
Frédérique Apffel-Marglin with PRATEC, The Spirit of Regeneration: Andean Culture Confronting Western Notions of
Development (London, UK: Zed Books, 1998), pp. 89–123.

48Some Native American traditions refer to this concept as ‘All Our Relations’. See Jamie Sams, Earth Medicine (New York,
NY: HarperCollins Publishers, 1994); Joseph Marshall III, The Lakota Way: Stories and Lessons for Living (New York, NY:
Penguin Books, 2002).

49For more in-depth discussion, see Lajo, Qhapaq Ñan, pp. 81–5; Intip Megil Guamán Pacary, Illa: El sentido de la exis-
tencia desde una perspectiva Tawaísta (Lima, Peru: Paqarina, 2007).
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their current presentation is actually the emergent, fleeting result of relation. For separation the
order of ontological appearance is best illustrated under (B). When separation is privileged, the
relation between existentially autonomous objects is secondary to the categories themselves. This
makes all relationships contingent, and this contingency becomes the focus of social science.

The relative ordering of the elements, according to the first-moment assumption, also funda-
mentally shapes the corresponding logic on which distinct forms of cosmopraxis are based. To
embrace interconnection as the primordial condition of existence illustrated in (A) ontologically
removes the option of not taking the wholly interconnected other into consideration and privi-
leges a both-and logic.50 In contrast, images (B) and (C) above suggest that considering the other
is at maximum optional. Because the object’s assumed ontological autonomy renders it devoid of
any primordial justification for its existence, arbitrary yet socially shared and enforced teleological
measuring sticks have been devised to guide separation-based cosmopraxis. They are conceptual
arrows that extend from an imagined inferior state, such as barbarism, falsehood, or underdevel-
opment, to an opposite superior one like civilisation, truth, and development.51 This better-worse
scheme, in conjunction with the either-or logic that corresponds to image (C), beckon us to aspire
to the superior element and eliminate the less desired one. In the postcolonial context Yves
Guillemot has referred to this manoeuvre as the ‘vampire’s mirror’: When the reflection in the
mirror does not correspond to the colonising onlooker’s image, he seeks to destroy the differ-
ence.52 Because the complementary opposites are not interconnected at the primordial moment,
the option to eradicate or submit is not only made available but is mandatory in a ‘yes-saying
world’.53 As such, any relational approach that emerges from such a first-moment commitment
is strongly circumscribed by this initial impulse.

The contrasting effects of the order of ontological appearance based on first-moment commit-
ments can be examined through the notions of peace and conflict each affords. When each
state is treated as ontologically autonomous, it is possible to imagine a world ‘free’ of conflict.

Figure 1. Primordial assumptions and corresponding images.

50Roland Barthe’s concept of ‘and/or’ on which Cynthia Weber draws for queer theory, whereby things or people cannot
be made to ‘signify monolithically’, can still be encompassed in this framework. She uses his ‘description of the and/or as an
“and” that is also at the very same time an “or”’ as the basis for a queer logic whereby ‘one can be a boy or a girl while at the
same time being a boy and a girl.’ See Cynthia Weber, ‘From queer to queer IR’, International Studies Review, 16:4 (2014),
p. 598. The approach addressed here though is not an anthropocentric conceptualisation.

51For a more in-depth treatise of how the fundamental existential assumption of separation encourages the use of teleo-
logical measuring sticks, which in turn drives exclusion and domination, see Trownsell, ‘Robust Relationality’, pp. 290–300.

52Yves Guillemot, ‘Prólogo’, in Lajo, Qhapaq Ñan, p. 30.
53These manoeuvres are masterfully described in Alan W. Watts, The Two Hands of God: The Myths of Polarity

(New York, NY: Collier Books, 1963). The attempts to eradicate the less-desired extreme are indicative of what Friedrich
Nietzsche describes as a ‘yes-saying’ ‘aristocratic system of values’; see Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals/Ecce Homo,
pp. 34–5.
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It is a matter of choosing either peace or conflict, which are separable conditions. However,
image (A) makes it existentially impossible to do away with what might be a less desired
complementary-opposite state. Since both peace and conflict are always ontologically existent,
this both-and logic would emphasise a strategy that ‘proportionalises’ or moderates the tensions
between complementary opposites.54

The distinct orders of ontological appearance beg other clarifications. First, the fruits of each first-
moment assumption are not commensurate, because the geometric basis of their ontological anat-
omy do not coincide. Thus, I am careful to distinguish between an existentially autonomous category
or unit and the ontologically interdependent components of relation as the contrasting fruits begotten
through other primordial suppositions. This approach stands in contrast to the indiscriminate use of
relata to address that which is connected through relation for both first-moment commitments.55

The latter approach leads us to believe that when we switch primordial ontological assumptions,
we simply swap relata (objects) for relations as if they were categorically fungible.56

Let’s further contrast binaries to illustrate my point: black/white, inside/outside, separation/
interconnection, conflict/peace. Their ontological status, and therefore their very nature, change
depending on the applied filter. When read through a separation-based lens, each element of
these pairs is ontologically autonomous, meaning the relationship is secondary to their existential
independence, and they are thus treated hierarchically. Through a robustly relational lens based

Figure 2. Fruits of robust relationality: Iconographic representations of the four elements in a parity-based relation.
Source: Javier Lajo, Qhapaq Ñan: La ruta Inka de la sabiduría (Quito, Ecuador: Abya-Yala, 2003), p. 98.

54Guillemot, ‘Prólogo’, pp. 53–6.
55Select books that use this term include Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway; Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy

and Ecology After the End of the World (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2013); Jeffrey Cohen, Stone: An
Ecology of the Inhuman (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2015).

56Relata is commonly used in speculative realism, object-oriented ontology, and (new) materialism. One telling example
comes from an object-oriented ontological perspective: ‘not all relations leave a lasting trace on the relata that enter them.’ See
Graham Harman, Object-Oriented Ontology: A New Theory of Everything (London, UK: Penguin Books, 2018), p. 259. This
quote enables us to witness in action the intimate connection between Harman’s embraced order of ontological appearance
and his conceptualisation of reality (that relata somehow enter into relation in a secondary and uncertain way). More import-
antly, it shows how an indiscriminate use of this same term would wreak ontological reductionism on a robustly relational
conceptualisation, shearing off the possibility of grasping the logic corresponding to components of relation.
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on an Andean philosophical perspective, however, these are parity-based relations, whereby the
friction generated between the complementary opposites is the very source of the vibration
that animates life.57

When critical scholars decry the use of these binaries, they actually demonstrate that they –
just like those who attempt to dominate or eliminate the undesired element of the pair – are
using a separation-based lens to understand them. Categorical critiques of binary thinking cannot
see how, through a robustly relational approach, these complementary-opposite pairs can
represent a logic that fosters neither domination nor extermination of the different other but
instead an appreciation for the contrast provided through the complementary opposites. This
is very telling of the degree to which separation is still taken for granted as the fundamental exist-
ential condition even in critical theory.

While written on paper the same way (up-down), it is simply not possible to swap the fruit of
one field of imaginable possibilities built on an embrace of interconnection as the primordial con-
dition of existence with a fruit from a separation-based field of imaginable possibilities.
Depending on the first-moment assumption, these complementary opposites involve very differ-
ent mechanisms, foci and purposes such that no commensurate correspondence exists. Viveiros
de Castro calls the conflicting translations that necessarily present in an encounter between onto-
logically contrasting lifeways, ‘equivocations’, or ‘the limiting condition of every social relation, a
condition that itself becomes superobjectified in the extreme case of so-called interethnic or inter-
cultural relations, where the language games diverge maximally’.58 It is important to note that like
the case of the generic use of relata above, the conceptual possibility of swapping only becomes
available from a reductionist vantage point – the fruit of addressing ontology in a way that already
takes for granted the monopolised position of separation in the first ontological moment. To pre-
clude assuming an imposing ‘univocality – the essential similarity – between what the Other and
We are saying’, Viveiros de Castro suggests that when we translate, we should ‘presume that an
equivocation always exists’ and ‘communicate by differences, instead of silencing the Other’.59

Inspired by arthropods who perceive through ‘multiple overlapping, though not exactly iden-
tical, images at once’, Suzana Sawyer proffers the tool of ‘fractal optics’ to engage this difference.60

One effective illustration is found in this Special Issue, where Jarrad Reddekop first establishes
how the Amazonian Quichua ‘runa’ and its translation ‘equivalent’ of ‘human’ are hardly com-
mensurate and then addresses the implications of a more robust conceptualisation like runa for
political theory. In another instance, Mario Blaser reviews the cosmopolitics between the colonial
settler community, government officials, biologists and conservationists, and the Innu people in
the Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador regarding the declining population of a
distinct species called ‘caribou’ by the first group and the ‘atiku’, a being to which people are
intimately interconnected by the second.61 Both studies urge a multidimensional contemplation
of cosmopolitical landscapes.

Translating with and through difference requires understanding that distinct commitments
regarding the primordial condition of existence generate geometrically incommensurate counter-
parts. Logics, lifeways, sensing apparatuses, purpose of life are mobilised in very different ways

57For more on parity-based relations, see Lajo, Qhapaq Ñan, pp. 81–5. For a discussion of these notions from the perspec-
tive of the Dao, see L. H. M. Ling, The Dao of World Politics: Towards a Post-Westphalian, Worldist International Relations
(New York, NY: Routledge, 2014), pp. 39–45.

58Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, ‘Perspectival anthropology and the method of controlled equivocation’, Tipití: Journal of the
Society for the Anthropology of Lowland South America, 2:1 (2004), p. 14. In this Special Issue, Querejazu addresses the con-
ceptual implications of equivocations for how we approach relations.

59Viveiros de Castro, ‘Perspectival anthropology and the method of controlled equivocation’, p. 10.
60Suzana Sawyer, Crude Chronicles: Indigenous Politics, Multinational Oil and Neoliberalism in Ecuador (Durham, NC:

Duke University Press, 2004), p. 35.
61Mario Blaser, ‘Doing and undoing Caribou/Atiku: diffractive and divergent multiplicities and their cosmopolitical orien-

tations’, Tapuya: Latin American Science, Technology and Society, 1:1 (2018), pp. 47–64.
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and these always have an impact on resulting co-creations. If we were to allow ourselves to
acknowledge pluralism in the first ontological moment, then we could recognise how the fruit-
bearing apparatus of cocreation changes with the irreconcilably distinct logic of robust relation-
ality. We could then develop translation tools in a more concerted manner that already take into
consideration the impact of the supposed primordial condition of existence on the afforded field
of imaginable possibilities. This is why recrafting our truncated understanding of ontology is so
crucial.

A second clarification on the distinct orders of ontological appearance regards language as the
fruit of anchored intra-actions in a given time-space among those sharing certain fundamental
existential commitments. The term ‘ontology’ is one of those fruits. It can be used as a count
or non-count noun. While nouns themselves tend to be more substantialist in nature than
verbs, count nouns in particular reflect and reinforce assuming ontological independence, as
reflected in Image (C) above.62 Employing ‘ontology’ as a count noun limits the range of afforded
connotations to separation-based ideas, such that ‘ontologies’ signals an ordinal set of what would
singularly be ‘an’ ontology. The ease with which we move from ‘ontology’ to ‘ontologies’ signals a
reification: ‘ontologies’ are conjured as distinct possible catalogues of contested and contestable
sets of objects.63 It is an understanding of ontology that arises at a moment posterior to assuming
separation as the primordial condition of existence. When the term ontology itself disallows
acknowledging other possible, equally legitimate existential options at an earlier juncture, we
deny ourselves the fuller range of conceptual fruits that accompany the possibility of more
than one first-moment commitment. Using ‘ontology’ as a non-count noun in the singular with-
out an article gives us the breadth necessary for talking about how distinct fundamental existen-
tial assumptions are generative of different fields of imaginable possibilities. To recognise the rich
contrasts provided through a plural ontological register so important for engaging the field of IR
in more complex, nuanced ways, I suggest avoiding ‘ontologies’ and instead using terms like onto-
logical commitments, ontological orientations, and existential assumptions to discuss distinct
strategies for engaging existence. I also use relational expressions, degrees of relational commit-
ments and relational approaches instead of ‘relationalities’.

Reductionism, exclusion, and domination: The fruits of ontological homogeneity in the
first moment
Insisting on separation as the only possible primordial condition of existence foments reduction-
ism, exclusion, and domination due to the indelible imprint this commitment leaves on the geo-
metric co-creative architecture described above. These forms of violence have critical implications
for relational theorising in IR and especially for developing more complex tools required for
engaging today’s complexity. This section returns to the fissures highlighted in the first to con-
template the consequences of continuing to utilise a monopolised ontological register.

Image (A) in Figure 1 depicts images that become available when the most prior ontological
commitment is to interconnection. When the general understanding of ontology starts only pos-
terior to a primordial commitment to separation, then any reading or translation of (A) will come
through the reductionist filters of (B) or (C). For relational theoretical approaches in the discip-
line then, a truncated ontological register means that any proposed relational concept must suf-
ficiently comply with separation in the first moment so as to be recognised by others in the craft.

62On substantialism, see Patrick T. Jackson and Daniel Nexon, ‘Relations before states: Substance, process, and the study of
world politics’, European Journal of International Relations, 5:3 (1999), pp. 291–332; Patrick T. Jackson and Daniel Nexon,
‘International theory in a post-paradigmatic era: From substantive wagers to scientific ontologies’, European Journal of
International Relations, 19:3 (2013), pp. 543–65.

63For a corresponding discussion in anthropology, see Martin Holbraad, ‘The shapes of relations’, Philosophy of the Social
Sciences, 50:6 (2020), pp. 495–522 and Paolo Heywood, ‘Anthropology and what there is: Reflections on “ontology”’,
Cambridge Anthropology, 30:1 (2012), pp. 143–51.
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However, adhering to separation in the first moment paradoxically means that their fruits will
bear the stamp of separation and its concomitant forms of reductionism, exclusion, and
domination.

We can see this in Jackson’s effort to make science inclusive of other methodological currents
in IR. First, because the distinction between philosophical and scientific ontology is made to dis-
cuss appropriate forms of scientific knowledge production, philosophical ontology still remains
subservient to the purposes of scientific ontology even though it is treated as if ‘logically
prior’.64 Second, the framing of his argument affirms that choosing separation in the first
moment is the only way to legitimately produce knowledge for the scientific enterprise. In add-
ition to having to make an initial nod to separation as the primordial condition of existence, this
posture requires that relational theoretical discussions explain themselves in reference to
separation-based understandings of ontology.65 This is not only an incommensurate venture,
but one that will always result in limited understandings in scope and depth of the implications
of relational theory. Furthermore, because relational expressions are always secondary to separ-
ation in this scheme, these theories will be pressured to conform.

McCourt’s entreaty that relationalism and practice theory be subsumed to the ‘new construct-
ivism’ attests to this pressure.66 While McCourt himself acknowledges the complications asso-
ciated with fostering a catalogue of relational categories through the ‘fractal distinction’ of
constructivism, he still argues for putting them all under one ‘new constructivist’ umbrella to
strengthen relational theory’s position in the discipline. He does so recognising that this means
disallowing the central wager embraced by more radical poststructuralists to overcome the violence
of power-laden truth claims, a product of the Cartesian subject-object distinction.67 The radical
poststructuralists’ reluctance to accept this appellation foreshadows how more robust forms of
relationality might feel about the terms of engagement of a pluriversal encounter based on onto-
logical reductionism – even when their influence on world politics is readily acknowledged.
(Self-)enforcing a reductionist approach unnecessarily hamstrings relational approaches in IR:
when the bottom images of (B) and (C) in Figure 1 are the only ones legitimately available in
the first moment, it is difficult for them to recognise how they themselves reinforce separation’s
first-moment dominance.

Also effecting various forms of reductionism, exclusion, and domination is the ‘silenced’ fis-
sure between the secular and the divine common to both linguistic-turn and new materialist
approaches mentioned above. Specifically, it inhibits being in a place to hear, listen to, and
learn from lifeways that do not start from the same fundamental existential assumption, because
using the term ‘secular’ to avoid dealing with the metaphysical, for example, actually reinforces
the presence of the Judeo-Christian tradition. Georgio Shani pertinently notes that ‘the categories
of the religious and the secular emerge from within the Judeo-Christian tradition and cannot be
understood without reference to it.’68 Furthermore, the reductionism inherent in the lens that
leads us to hierarchically distinguish between secular and nonsecular leaves intact and reaffirms
the ontological architecture common to both Christian and post-Christian traditions. As such, it

64English-based renditions of relationality in the discipline continue to reapply this distinction. See Jackson and Nexon,
‘International theory in a post-paradigmatic era’; Jackson and Nexon, ‘Reclaiming the social’; McCourt, ‘Practice theory and
relationalism as the new constructivism’.

65This manoeuvre raises other pertinent questions on how to deal ethically with lifeways that do not abide by this prim-
ordial commitment to separation: Is it acceptable for scholars to filter the daily practices of those who act based on distinct
first-moment assumptions through a ‘scientific’ logic that insists on separation as an initial starting point? How does this
continue to reinforce colonial logics within the academy? How does continuing to privilege certain ways of knowing and
being over others and forcing those others only to be understood through the privileged filters limit how and what we
know and therefore the kinds of tools that we can generate to engage complexity.

66McCourt, ‘Practice theory and relationalism as the new constructivism’, p. 475. For a solid overview of the different
strains of relationalism within ‘anglophone’ relational social theory, see Jackson and Nexon, ‘Reclaiming the social’.

67McCourt, ‘Practice theory and relationalism as the new constructivism’, pp. 475–6.
68Giorgio Shani, Religion, Identity and Human Security (London, UK: Routledge, 2015), pp. 40–62.
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simultaneously rejects contemplating religions with other ontological configurations, whose
import and impact on worlding practices are critical to understand in a discipline like IR.69

The teleological measuring stick extending from ‘non-secular’ up to ‘secular’, furthermore,
encourages subduing the less desired category. Efforts to do so can be very subtle but still have
lasting effects. For example, in the new materialist literature that addresses religion directly, the
gaze still moves from ‘scientist’ to ‘professor of the faith’ and not the other way around. Here
too methods from this approach focus on defining the ‘immaterial’ dimension in ‘material’
terms. One study in Catherine Keller and Mary-Jane Rubenstein’s extremely thought-provoking
compilation examines the Light of the World Church in terms of its formation, spread, and
impact on material reality.70 Treated as a global multi-agentic process of entanglement,
Manuel Vásquez conducts an actor-network analysis of the church and its constituents, effect-
ively transforming (material) religious practices into ‘objects’ of study all the while effectively
avoiding dealing directly with the religion’s immaterial dimensions.

This domination scheme persists in postcolonial contexts like the Andes, where othering is
transmuted into the acceptance and affirmation of the dominance of the very framework that enacts
it. In this context, millennial cosmic principles are reread, understood, and translated through
separation-based reductionist filters. Once stripped of their robustly relational character, the
assumption of correspondence can ensue. Since this correspondence apparently lends validity to
the concept itself (in a predominantly separation-based context), it is normalised, and the reduc-
tionist interpretation is reproduced and reassimilated into the original language whence the concept
comes.71 We can see how the first half of this process occurs in a Bolivian volume on ‘development
and the sacred’, where Denise Arnold draws a parallel, through a new materialist frame, between
vitality in the sense that Bennett uses it and camay, the principle of vital life force in Andean phil-
osophy.72 This connection is particularly curious in that camay, the vibration generated through the
parity-based relations between complementary opposites discussed above, would provide an accept-
able (Judeo-Christian-God-less) alternative for critical/modern vitalism, yet it emerges through an
‘animist tradition’, a category that Bennett herself expels as naïve vitalism.73

Even though Arnold is careful to reference the new light through which animism is being
considered in anthropology, her contemplation of camay as a corresponding variation of the vital-
ism to which Bennett and Driesch make reference nourishes the chuchaki colonial, or colonial
hangover, in several ways.74 She hooks the fruit of a robustly relational ‘animist’ tradition up
to a position that enforces severing naïve vitalism from the ‘critical/modernist’ one, which simply
reinvokes the ‘ghosts’ of colonising discourses. Furthermore, when this principle – or any other
robustly relational concept – is highlighted for the purpose of being worked through a theoretical
frame whose ontological register disavows a primordial commitment to interconnection, the

69See Giorgio Shani and Navnita Behera, ‘Provincialising International Relations through a reading of dharma’, Review of
International Studies, this Special Issue; Mustapha K. Pasha, ‘Islam and the postsecular’, Review of International Studies, 38:5
(2012), pp. 1050–5; Stephen Chan, Plural International Relations in a Divided World (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2017),
pp. 108–10, 148–55.

70Manuel Vásquez, ‘Vascularizing the study of religion: Multi-agent figurations and cosmopolitics’, in Keller and
Rubenstein (eds), Entangled Worlds, pp. 228–50.

71For an Andean example, see Trownsell, ‘Robust Relationality’, pp. 169–85, 242–60. For examples from South Asia, see
Giorgio Shani, ‘Why Sikhi?’, International Studies Perspectives (2020), pp. 14–18 and Navnita Chadha Behera, ‘Teaching a
more “rooted” IR!’, International Studies Perspectives (2020), pp. 25–8.

72Spelling varies in Quechua/Quichua. See Denise Y. Arnold, ‘Hacia una antropología de la vida en Los Andes’, in Heydi
Tatiana Galarza Mendoza (ed.), El desarrollo y lo sagrado en los Andes (La Paz, Bolivia: ISEAT, 2017), pp. 31–4. For more on
camay, see Frank Salomon, ‘Introductory essay: The Huarochirí manuscript’, in Frank Salomon and George Urioste (eds/
trans.), The Huarochirí Manuscript: A Testament of Ancient Colonial Andean Religion (Austin, TX: The University of
Texas Press, 1991), p. 16; J. McKim Malville, ‘Animating the Inanimate: Camay and Astronomical Huacas of Peru’,
Cosmology Across Cultures ASP Conference Series, 409 (2008), pp. 261–6; Trownsell, ‘Robust Relationality’, pp. 102–03.

73Bennett, Vibrant Matter; Bennett, ‘A vitalist stopover’, p. 48.
74Arnold, ‘Hacia una antropología de la vida en Los Andes’, pp. 17–18.
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nuance with which we can address its relational dimensions is direly diminished. The terms of
engagement are no longer ontologically nimble enough to convey either the very complex and
robust character of this notion or the profound implications it represents. In addition, the
forms of separation to which the discussion adheres prevents us from seeing how drawing the
parallel in this way simultaneously affirms and further reinforces the legitimacy of ways of know-
ing/being that derive from a primordial commitment to separation and rejects the possible can-
didacy of those that start with interconnection as learning objectives, relegating them instead to
the status of objects of study.75 Why is it so important to establish correspondence to already
established ‘valid’ (separation-based) forms of knowing/being in order to justify the relevance
of Andean philosophy? Why is it that we do not first foster the agility necessary for engaging
a plural ontological register so that we can grasp its implications through the primordial existen-
tial commitments through which it was borne?

A sketch of a more robust understanding of camay illustrates the rich contrasts and lessons
that could become available when we employ a plural ontological register and knowingly apply
the corresponding primordial ontological commitment. Camay as vital life force, as vibration
that animates all life, relies on the friction generated through the dynamic encounter between
complementary opposites.76 When the proportions between complementary opposites are out
of balance, life flow gets blocked. As such paying very close attention to the ever emergent, always
contingent circumstances of the process of co-creation is critical for identifying imbalances.
Attention turns to reproportionalising the elements of parity-based relations through a wider,
non-anthropocentric conversation.77 In this process of dynamic harmonising, so-called ‘non-
human others’ are beings with whom we must be in conversation, and this requires being sensori-
ally receptive and knowing how to listen and follow accordingly. Harmonising also hinges on a
both-and logic, whereby both the material and the immaterial must be simultaneously considered,
studied, and proportionalised. As components of a parity-based relation, neither can be contem-
plated in isolation from the other.

In sum, a robust version of camay hardly corresponds to a vitalism that attempts to elude the
immaterial. The fact that new materialists seek to avoid discussion of the immaterial in these
terms clearly demonstrates the continued application of the either-or logic of separation, which pre-
cludes understanding the depth and breadth of the both-and logic when starting from interconnec-
tion as primordial condition of existence. Moreover, since a focus on harmonising the elements is
inconceivable through this lens, it makes sense that we do not find a discussion of a wider conver-
sation or of its corresponding purpose of proportionalisation in this literature.

A robust understanding of camay also speaks to new materialism’s predominant focus on tech-
nology. Despite a parallel that Arnold draws between the technology used in Andean weaving prac-
tices and a new materialist reading of technology as an enmeshed object with agency, or actant, a
robust understanding of camay does not encourage such disproportionate attention to technology.78

When camay is conscientiously activated in the doing, technology is anything that permits propor-
tionalising parity-based relations.79 So when, for instance, Ccory Ribeiro laments over the fact that
in his hometown ponchos are no longer woven by hand and the dyes no longer display the chro-
matic schemes of local sources, the change in technology is not so much his concern as is how the

75Here I delineate what I mean in a simple example: In the academy one can learn about bioprospecting and the kinds of
havoc international intellectual property laws may wreak on indigenous communities, yet classes are not offered on how to
communicate with plants as a healer might do in her community, even though ironically it is the very activity that provides
the fodder that feeds the practice of bioprospecting itself.

76Trownsell, ‘Robust Relationality’, pp. 139–42. Hardly an anthropocentric or embodied notion, these complementary
opposites can include electric-magnetic, down-up, left-right, etc.

77On proportionalization, see Guillemot, ‘Prólogo’, pp. 53–6. On the wider conversation, see Rengifo Vásquez, ‘The Ayllu’,
pp. 89–90.

78Arnold, ‘Hacia una antropología de la vida en Los Andes’, pp. 18–21.
79For a focus on doing (ruay/llamkay), see Lajo, Qhapaq Ñan, pp. 168–9; Guamán Pacary, Illa, pp. 14–19.
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new machinery emerging through another existential logic redirects attention away from weaving as
a proportionalising process.80 It is a loss of the opportunity to conscientiously generate life by sit-
ting in the tension created through complementary opposites and proportionalising them.

This very short elaboration on the robustly relational dimensions of camay proffers some pre-
liminary insights. First, camay as the fruit of an ontological register that starts from interconnec-
tion cannot be coherently swapped with the conceptual fruits of new materialism’s ontological
architecture. Once people who have historically understood the world through a monopolised
ontological register become aware of the possibility of starting from another fundamental exist-
ential assumption, having a plural ontological register available makes it possible for them to
begin to glimpse the robust nature of the fruits of interconnection-based lifeways. We can
begin to understand how distinct ontological configurations cascade into different fields of
possibilities and then see how other logics and their corresponding forms of knowing-
sensing-feeling-being-doing are valid in their own way. Moreover, through the both-and logic
borne through robustly relational commitments, we can appreciate the contrast generated
between these incommensurate approaches (not the one over the other) that provides the rich
basis for learning and exchange. That is, we can see why a pluriversal encounter with these essen-
tial interlocutors is necessary for diversifying our existential toolbox. Lastly, the mirror of contrast
provided by a robustly relational understanding of camay also helps us better discern new mate-
rialisms’ ontological anatomy. I remain riveted here, because much hope is being invested in the
sea change generated through this extremely viscous, interdisciplinary approach in terms of how
we engage the effects of climate change and a global pandemic that fortifies inequalities. It is
important to understand the affordances that are allotted and denied through the embraced onto-
logical configuration.

To illustrate the last point, I first draw on the poem that inspired the title of Barad’s new
materialist oeuvre Meeting the Universe Halfway:

Because truths we don’t suspect have a hard time
making themselves felt, as when thirteen species
of whiptail lizards composed entirely of females
stay undiscovered due to bias
against such things existing,
we have to meet the universe halfway.81

This magnificent excerpt draws our attention to the ways in which our conceptualisation of exist-
ence keeps us blind to other existential possibilities. Yet the text also reveals a positionality and
gaze not quite ready to surrender a privileged place of ‘penetrating’ human-exploration-
turn-colonial-‘discovery’.82 Remaining here are the goal of discerning yet-to-be-revealed truths
and the idea that it is simply a matter of getting a clearer vision by recognising and overcoming
bias. No consideration is allotted for the possibility that it could be the ontological lens itself that
brings us to the corresponding modus operandi that actually generates the bias. As such, the call
to ‘meet the universe halfway’ does not seem to seek robustly sensitive interlocutors that can lis-
ten, accommodate, and respond to the circumstances they present. I am not saying that the one is
better than the other but that we cannot use the ontological anatomy of the one to fully under-
stand the fruits of the other and that we can learn more about being part of the cosmos through
the kind of contrast that emerges between the approaches themselves.

80Ccory Ribeyro, ‘Prefacio’, in Guamán Pacary, Illa, p. 5.
81Alice Fulton, ‘Cascade experiment’, quoted in Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, p. 39.
82Yes, even other species or life on exoplanets don’t need or deserved to be ‘discovered’ and then ‘managed’. Still highly

relevant to this whole discussion is the review of tropes and other colonising mechanisms in Ella Shohat and Robert Stam,
Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media (London, UK: Routledge, 1994), pp. 137–77.
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Despite new materialists’ very eager acknowledgment of both human and non-human agency,
the approach still holds on to certain key fissures. To start, even though matter now has agency
and assemblages constitute actants in an entangled, enmeshed world, the terms ‘subjects’,
‘objects’, ‘material’, ‘immaterial’, ‘human’, and ‘non-human’ still heavily populate the literature,
signalling a drive to maintain distinctions between objects and persons. This very point enables
us to start talking about the effects of touch on our dogs but at the same time precludes us from
learning how to listen to and follow them.83 On another front, just because we demonstrate what
is wrong with science today does not mean that we have stopped wanting to improve it and
reaffirm its privileged position in society.84 In addition, the act of cutting is the focus, even
when intra-actions ‘enact agential cuts, which do not produce absolute separations, but rather
cut together-apart (one move)’.85 The fascination still lies with technology and matter (to the
exclusion of that deemed otherwise).86

Now that the crevices are microscopic and dynamic in comparison to the staunch and stable
crevasses seen in classical versions of materialism, we might believe that we have overcome the
problem, but sidling tightly, intimately up to them does not actually indicate an opening to
ontological pluralism in the first moment. Instead it demonstrates a honed skill at shaving off
ever-finer splices, even when that which surrounds the splices is portrayed in very relational
terms. In eerily similar ways to the spirits described by Elías Ortega-Aponte in his new
materialist-Africana account of complexity, these cracks are the ghosts that haunt us, because
their impacts on co-creation continue to flourish.87 As has been shown, the ontological parochial-
ism that accompanies insisting on a singular ontological register precludes us from seeing and
dealing effectively with lifeways, logics, and fruits that are already there but that derive from
other fundamental existential commitments. It also leads us to assume that incommensurate
fruits somehow correspond. Furthermore, by adhering to this truncated ontological register, rela-
tional approaches actually reinstate and enforce exclusionary practices that they work so hard to
decry in other areas.

Other impacts now become apparent. For example, in the continual reapplication of a mono-
polised filter, it never even occurs to us that learning to use distinct ontological registers according
to the context may be both possible and necessary. Ontological capture can also be
dangerous. L. H. M. Ling, for instance, recounts how Oppenheimer used a reductionist filter
to understand dharma. By considering his dharma in the fragmented sense only as scientist
and not in relation to all of the facets of his life, he was able to justify developing the atomic
bomb. Had he fully grasped the implications of this relationally robust concept, Ling asserts,
this justification would not have been possible.88 Finally and most importantly, denying onto-
logical pluralism in the first moment in general makes us blind to how our generative lifeforce,
when channelled through a monopolised ontological register, continually lends itself to feeding
the imbalance that drives the global predicaments of concern.89

83Tsing, ‘A multispecies ontological turn?’, p. 234; Donna Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota Press, 2008), p. 3.

84Bruno Latour, Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the Reality of Science Studies (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1999).

85Barad, ‘Diffracting diffraction’, p. 168.
86For an intriguing argument on this matter, see Roy Ascott, ‘Technoetic pathways toward the spiritual in art: A transdis-

ciplinary perspective on connectedness, coherence and consciousness’, Leonardo, 39:1 (2006), pp. 65–9.
87Elías Ortega-Aponte, ‘The door of no return: An Africana reading of complexity’, in Keller and Rubenstein (eds),

Entangled Worlds, pp. 299–316.
88Ling, ‘The missing Other’, pp. 628–30. Kosuke Shimizu also tells of how the Kyoto School relational philosophy was

politically reinterpreted to justify Japanese imperialist expansion posterior to the First World War; see Shimizu, ‘Why
Kyoto School?’, International Studies Perspectives (2020), pp. 18–21.

89The forms of imbalance to which I allude include global pandemics, rampant forest fires, the bleaching of large expanses
of coral, rising temperatures, strange shore-ups of hundreds of whales, declining bee populations, bacterial resistance, etc.
They also refer to the incredible levels of social imbalance and violence among humans today.
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In short, we find ourselves in a complicated (but unnecessary) reductionist predicament: we do
not see how we are contributing to the imbalance and replicating violence on our life-
timespacescape. At the same time we are ‘fighting’ the consequences with a limited toolset
derived from a singular ontological register. If the planet is demanding new strategies, why are
we, in a discipline that seeks to respond to global issues, choosing to insist on one primordial
ontological commitment that keeps us existentially strapped?

I am not denying the importance of the more scientific standpoints. Nor am I arguing that
everyone should embrace interconnection as the fundamental condition of existence. Effective
answers will not come from either primordial commitment alone. We need to diversify our
homogenised existential toolbox to take on multiplicity more effectively. This we can do through
a synergistic exchange among lifeways deriving from disparate fundamental existential assump-
tions. To even contemplate such an encounter though, we must first pluralise ontology itself
so that we stop forcing other ways of being, knowing and doing in the world through a reduc-
tionist filter.

If we were to recraft ontology to include the counter-reflection of interconnection, we could
start to foster ontological literacy. Just an awareness of more than one possible initial existential
starting point would render us more capable of discerning the intimate connection between the
ontological commitment, our participation in co-creation, and the impact it has on the kinds of
worlds we foster through these commitments. This can prod us to become aware that we are con-
stantly making a choice as to what assumptions to embrace. With this realisation, we can begin to
switch back and forth between primordial assumptions to learn through practice how these onto-
logical architectures generate differently. We will start to understand the critically qualitative dif-
ference between simply aggregating other voices to the pot of IR and honouring, listening to, and
learning from other ways of knowing/being. As we build ontological agility, we will be able to
synergistically encounter the tension created through a pluriversal encounter so as to generate
more nuanced tools better equipped to engage complexity.

While this article places primary attention on relational theoretical approaches to IR – since
they seemingly would be the most apt to engage more effectively with lifeways that embrace inter-
connection as the fundamental existential starting point – the implications of my argument are
relevant to the entire discipline. If we are interested in being part of a craft that does not become
obsolete in this extremely complex, shared timespacescape, it is absolutely critical for us all to
become aware of the centrality of ontology to what we do as scholars in IR and the impacts of
our own fundamental existential assumptions on how we direct our life force and therefore par-
ticipate in co-creation. Insisting on a homogenised toolset for confronting multiplicitous complex
phenomena of global politics is only one concern; a more looming one regards how we contribute
to this accelerating situation through the ways in which we direct our life force in our teaching,
writing, doing, and breathing.

In conclusion, ontological parochialism is embedded in the very way we understand ontology
itself, since the discipline’s shared ontological register only recognises a single option as the prim-
ordial condition of existence. When other fundamental existential assumptions are not acknowl-
edged as fundamental to the ontological register itself, they are excluded, and when their
respective fruits are engaged, the translations thereof are necessarily reduced and relegated as
inferior. The existential assumption of separation that makes the register possible not only justi-
fies domination of the fruits of interconnection but demands an assertion thereof. Keeping our-
selves chained to a reductionist ontological register though hamstrings relational theorising in IR
and gravely diminishes our innovative capacity to respond to junctures like the present moment
by unnecessarily homogenising our existential toolbox.

A pluriversal encounter with other lifeways that start with a prior commitment to interconnec-
tion, it is suggested, can provide important contrasts that help diversify that toolbox and generate
new approaches for facing today’s global challenges. A fruitful encounter, however, requires over-
coming the systematic denial of the legitimacy of forms of knowing/being that derive from
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assuming interconnection as the primordial condition of existence by recrafting ontology to
include a plurality of primordial conditions of existence. Then the generation of existentially
complex tools would call for knowing how to translate effectively at the ontological level, and
this relies on honed ontological agility. Avoiding such explorations certainly constitutes the easier
strategy, although it no longer seems prudent for us to continue to engage in such a stalling game.
A major overhaul that starts with pluralising our ontological register can wait no more.
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