
Book Review 

The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill 

Tim Ingold (Routledge: Abingdon, UK) 2011  

Reissue/10th Anniversary edition of original publication, pbk, 488 pages  

 

The Perception of the Environment 2011 version is a reissue and 10 year update to the 

original publication and collection of essays by Professor Tim Ingold, an anthropologist 

based at the University of Aberdeen. This tenth anniversary edition contains a new 

preface in which Prof. Ingold outlines how when originally writing the book he felt that 

he at last found his own voice and as the writing has stayed with him. In the preface 

Ingold discusses how the “fundamental postulate of the book is how we understand 

everything relationally as a movement along a way of life” (p. xv).  This postulate is key 

and captures how this book will either work or not work for the reader, depending upon 

how that reader views the world. To build upon the postulate the central claim in this 

book and thus of Ingold given he found his voice with this work is “that persons and 

things do not exist as bounded entities, set aside from their surroundings, but rather 

arise, each as a nexus of creative growth and development within an unbounded and 

continually unfolding field of relations. This is not to say that they are undifferentiated, 

or they all merge into a kind of blur.  It is rather to argue that their differentiation is a 

function of their placement within the relational manifold” (p. xv).  Consequently a 

reader who can only think in categorical terms where entities are bounded, have intrinsic 

properties and exist a priori to their relations with anything else will not enjoy this book. 

Especially when the length of the book (twenty three chapters) and the basic structure of 

each chapter being an argument against categorical thinking is fully considered. This 

said, the readership of this journal and the journal’s focus upon sustainability in the 

broad sense implies that many of the readers of this journal are not likely to think 

categorically, rather they are likely to understand relational entwinements even if it is 

only considered at a high level of aggregation between the economy, society and 

environment. If it can be assumed that this premise holds then I would recommend that 

the readership of this journal get across this work as soon as possible, as in Ingold we 

have a scholar who can help us. A scholar who can enhance us with arguments and 

thinking that demonstrate a world of relationships and entwinement and thus potentially 

point us towards more sustainable outcomes - rather than a reliance on the world being 

understood as discrete entities and thus trade-off and sub-optimal solutions being 

realised where the master arbitrator is inevitably money.  

 



 As indicated the book covers twenty three chapters, these chapters are organised into 

three sets; livelihood, dwelling and skill.  The chapter topics cover hunting, natural 

selection, how we understand humans relative to animals, paintings, visual metaphors, 

machines and tools to name a few.  As such the book is diverse and thus not for the 

feint hearted, it takes some time to read and digest.  If I had one criticism of the book it 

would be that the Ingold clearly holds onto a romanticism with regards to his views of 

the paradigms of indigeneous peoples relative to westerners who suffer with the 

Cartesian dualism in their thinking and split of nature and culture, whereas the former 

do not. However to be fair to Ingold he does outline that the underlying fracture of a 

nature culture split is one on which the entire edifice of Western humanity has been built 

and to cycle back to the fundamental postulate of this book is to show how this split is 

false.  He captures how this split is false in a remarkably clear minded and simple way in 

chapter XXXXX (THEN I WILL PUT IN THAT THING ABOUT INFINTE REGRESS)... 

 

 

 “Suffice to note that the essence of western thought...is the subordination of nature by 

humans powers of reason. ....”entailed in this claim is a notion of making things as an 

imprinting of prior conceptual design upon a raw material substrate” (p80)  

 

Aside from this absolute gem in thinking the book is packed with points.....points such 

as.....(THEN I WILL LIST AS I HAVE SET OUT BELOW).... 

 

Ingold outlines how James Gibson (1979) was akey influence on him.  Gibson developed 

the ecological approach to vision and in so doing brought forward a notion that the mind 

does not exist as a data processing centre but it part of the organism as a whole and 

both exists in the person but extends beyond the person into the environment, a 

perspective shared by Bateson (XXXX) in his work on mind and nature.  

 

That aside though the book is full of gems of thinking.....thinking I will now attempt to 

pull out the key points of.... 

It even has a gem regarding the nature culture dualism.... 

 AN ENDING NOTE>>>>>>>He wants us to “descend from the imaginary heights of 

abstract reason and resituatate ourlses in an active and ongoing engagement with our 



environments” (p16)  I CANT IMAGINE ANYTHIGN BETTER THAN HUMANS HAVING THE 

HUMILITY TO REALISE THAT THERE DESTINY IS ENTWINED TO HOW THEY RELATE TO 

EVERTYHING ELSE AND IN SO DOING TO ASK THEMSELVES WHETHER THEY ARE HUMBLE 

ENOUGH>>>>>>>>>>>IN ALL THEY DO..... 

 THIS IS KEY p20 – first environment is a relative term  - relative that is to the being 

whose environment it is,,,, just as there can be no organism without an environment, so 

also there can be no environment without an organism.  (p20).  Thus my environment is 

the world as it exists and takes on meaning in relation to me me and in that sense it 

came into existence and undergoes development  with me and around me. Secondly the 

environment is never complete. If environments are forged through the activites of 

living beings, then so long as life goes on they are continually under construction.  So too 

are organisms themselves.  Thus an organism plus environment is a process of growth or 

development.... can pull in how we are surrounded.... 

 P20 The environment should not be confused with the concept of nature.  “Fr the world 

can exist as nature only for a being that does not beong there, and that can look upon it, 

in the manner of the detached scientist, from such a safe distance that it is easy to 

connive in the illusion that it is unaffected by his presence” “Thus the distinction 

between environment and nature corresponds to the difference in perspective between 

seeing ourselves as being within a world and as beings without it”. Moreover we tend to 

decontextualise and ahistoricse nature....yet environments are fundamentally 

historical.....We have to be careful of terms such as the natural environment  for with 

this term we imagine ourselves somehow beyond the world.....(his words).... 

  “simply to exist as sentient beings, people must already be situated in a certain 

environment and committed to the relationship this entails” (p25) “These relationships 

and the sensibilities built up in the course of their unfolding, underwrite our capacities 

of judgement and skills as much as do the rest of us.  That is why the sovereign 

perspective of abstract reason, upon which Western science lays its claim to authority is 

practicly unattainable: an intelligence that was completely detached from the conditions 

of life in the world could not think the thoughts it does” (p25) This is also why reasoning 

logically from first principles will not suffice to design an ethical system that actually 

worlds,. For any judgmement that had no basis in intuition, ....would carry no practical 

or motivational force whatsoever.  Where ethical logic leads to something counter 

intuitive we change the principles.... 

Chapter 3 

 Nature and Culture but within culture you have nature and culture............ this is the 

problem of the dichotomy (see page 41)......Nature appears as culturally constructed bt also 

as a precondition.... 

 P41 “many anthropologists are well aware that the basic contrast between physical 

substance and conceptual form, of which the dichotomy between nature and culture is one 

experession, is deeply embedded within the tradtion of western thought....if the concept of 

nature is given within the intentional world of the western scientist then the concept of 



culture must by the same token be given within the intentional world of the western 

humanist.....each presupposes the other.....thus nature is a cultural construct as it culture a 

cultural construst...Neither the concept of nature nor that of culture is a given....cant be 

both as then caught in infinite regress, as nature and culture are constructs, so is the culture 

that constructs them...he thus argues that there is no mind nature split for hunter 

gatehrers.... THIS STUFF IS FANTASTIC FOR MY WHAT IS NATURE ARTICLE>>>>> AND THE 

TEXT BOOK ARTICLE>>>> 

 P54 we talk of meaning being applied from the mind to the landscape and thus the 

landscape is drained of all significance and is just space...”a vacuum to the plenum of 

culture” (p54) This is founded on a separation of humans as meaning makers and the 

physical environment being raw material....thus reality becomes not jsut what we see but 

what we learn to see..... 

 It is not about constructions being laid on a common body of sensory data, rather ....the 

information is in the world........(p55) and significance lies in the relational context with the 

engagement with constituents..... thus there is no central mainframe overlaying ...rather 

sense is formed in relational contexts....... 

4 

 All animals according to western thought are part of nature....but humans are different our 

humanity transcends nature.... 

 By the same token our animalistic selves that remains within nature is an undifferentiated 

amalgam of animal characteristics... 

 Thus humans live a two tier existence half in and half out of nature........both as organisms 

with bodies and as persons with minds... 

 To speak of man intervening in nature assumes it might be possible that he cannot.???? 

  “faced with an ecological crisis whose roots lie in this disengagement, in the separation of 

human agency and social responsibility from the sphere of our direct involvement with the 

non-human enviroinment, it surely behoves us to reverse this order of priority” (p76) 

 He proposes a nice switch re husbandry and if we think of ourselves as part of the 

environment for plants......if we do this we cant think of humans as being in a social world on 

our own....over and above the world of all other things......if we do this and accept this we 

have to accept that all are humans and plants are “fellow participants in the same world” 

(p87) a world that is once social and natural....thus all emerges from “mutual involvement in 

a single, continuous field of relationships” (p87) Thus humans do not transform they play 

their part along with other creatues in the worlds transformation of itself..... – “history is the 

process wherein both people and their environments are continually bringing each other 

into being” (p87) 



 “human actions in the environment are better seen as incorporative than inscriptive, in the 

sense that they are built or enfolded into the forms of the landscape and its living 

inhabitants by way of their own processes of growth” (p87) 

Part 2 – Dwelling. 

 He argues that global environmental change expels humanity from the world and rather 

than the environment surrounding us it is we that surround it... 

 Most cultural learning takes place through trial and error,, rules structure the 

situation,,,,skilled practioners consult the world rather than representations inside his or her 

head, for guidance on what to do next....”why should we go to the trouble of modelling the 

world when we can use the world as its own best model” (p164) 

 A key aspect of Ingold’s book is to challenge if not reverse the ontological priorities of 

Cartesian philosophy..... 

  ‘An environment, surely, is that which surrounds, and can exist, therefore only in relation to 

what is surrounded” (p209) 

  “since we are human, the world around us must necessarily be anthropocentric, this, in 

itself, implies no lack of participation, nor does it entail an instrumental attitude. Indeed it is 

decidedly odd that the term anthropocentrism should have been adopted to denote an 

attitude that, more than any other, withdras human life from active participatin in the 

enviorment” (p218) 

 With James Gibson.....He argues we should cease thinking of perception as the computation 

activity of a mind within a body and regard it instead as the exploratory activity of the 

organism within its environment.  As such it does not yield images or representations it 

rather guides the organism along in the furtherance of its project....”What we see is 

inseparable from how we see, and how we see is always a function of the pacticial acitivity 

inin which we are currently engaged” (p260) 

 The transition in the history of human technicity, from the hand tool to the machine, is not 

from the simple to the complex, but is rather tantamount to the withdrawal of the producer, 

in person, from the centre to the periphery of the productive process. (p289 quote) 

 The machine operative of industrial society remains a skilled practioner, his skills, however, 

lies in coping with machines rather than in their operation, and what it produces is not 

commodities for the owner of capital but his own personal and social identifity.  

  “In its modern sense, the machine is often distinguished from the tool ont he 

grounds that it draws on a sources of power outside the body, and is not manually 

operated” (p300) 

 Citing Mtcham – machine commonly “denotes an instrument in its human 

independence, or at least that aspect of the device which is not dependent on man” 

(Mitcham, 1978:236)  from Ingold p300 



 “the essential difference between a machine and a tool lies in the degree of 

independence in the operation from the skill and motive power of the operator – 

the tool lends itself to manipulation, the machine to automatic action p300.... 

  “Machines have not so much made as been made by history, one in which human 

beings, to an ever increasing extent, have become the authors of their own 

dehumanisation” (p311)   

 He outlines how DNA never exists on its own.....it exists within cells....which are parts of 

wider organisms...thus DNA only exists and operates within a context....thus DNA is not an 

agent but a reactant.....and the particular reactions it sets in train depend upon the total 

organismic context in which it is ituated....only by presuming context can we ever say 

what a gene is for....hence there is no decoding of the genome that is not itself a process 

of development.....no specification that is independent of context.... 

 Thus the explanation for intergenerational stability is found in the whole field of relations 

within which development occurs.....(p383) 

 Thus he argues ontogeny and phylogeny are entwined .....life is not expended in the 

reproduction of its genes but it is incoproated into the developmental potential of its 

successors (p385) 

  “However much he may be wrapped up in his own thoughts, the thinker is situated in a 

time and place and therefore a relational context. The scientist may indeed think himself 

to be isolated, rational subject confronting the world as a spectacle, yet were he in reality 

so removed from worldy existence he could not think the thoughts he does.  We do not 

have to think the world in order to live in it, but we do have to live in the world in order to 

think it” (p418) 

 

 

 

 


