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Becoming an Animist: Fostscript
l’ve been an animist most of my life.

| et’s see, when did | start rea]izing that the universe is alive, and that the
various inhabitants talked to me in some way? Frobablg when | was very young. |
alwags seemed to be fascinated b}j the world around me, it seemed alive in some
way to me——although ccrtain]y not in the way J've heard a lot of pagans describe
their chil&}wood; ] didr’t build altars and sucl‘xm«:, ] didn’t see spritcs and clves, ]
didr't feel the presence of sPirits.

| dont rea”g remember having direct communication, and | don’t remember
seeing the fae and other sPirits of the ]andJ water and air, orfeel the need to
expresslg honor them bg bui]ding little altars and having little ceremonies.
Most]g, thegjust wanted me to live with them, the way | was.

Put | remember especia”\g (Crater| akein Oregon and the Places we
visited on the trips west. | remember watching the stars a lot, and the moon. And
the astronauts being launched into space; | remember watching not onlg the
manned launches, but also the lunar Probes being launched, and in one case,

imPacting on the moon, at home in South Shores, so starting before
Mag 1964

For me, from the carlg 1960s into the 980s, space, the stars and
angtlﬁing about them were at the front of my attention, whether factual or

fictional, whether mundane or fantastical.
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T}‘nere were also dreams, even when l was young; ] dor’t remember a lot
about them now, but dreams have alwags felt like communication to me. Some of
them, at least. Anc{ there were the ones that were about the same P!aces) at

different times.

Somctimes ]’c] be dreaming and realize that if ] turned and went down that
road, for examPle, instead of the direction ] was going, ] knew that ]’& end up at
some other Place that ] had dreamed before. Or magbe, had been beFore, in

another ]i{:e, Perhaps even on another world.

The earliest odd thing ] can remember was when we campcd at Arches
(thcn a National Monument in Utam the first time. ] had gone to the bathroom
and walked past the camPsite on the way back without seeing it. \/\/e”, | saw it,
but | couldn’t stop wandng——in fact, | aPParentlg walked quite a ways. | remember
thinking it odd that | wasn’t able to stop at campsite) but | felt comPe”ecl——
called—to keep on wa”a’ng, my eyes locked ahead of me, down the va”eg.

As | recall, my sisterjeanie Fina”y caught me and brought me back to the
Familg. l dont rea”g know what age l was, but l suspect around age 5 or 6. \/\/hen
| camPed there in i 979, the campground didr’t look at all like | remember, so
magbe Pm rcmembering another Place andjust think it was Arches.

T he first clear marker that | can recall as a young adult was in 6 grade
(okag, as a PreJcccn),just before my birthdafj) when ]got hit 139 the car, so |
guess |was 11, and | turned 12 in the hosPital‘ Frobablg before that }39 at least
6 years, but 1 9701s when ] became convinced as an adultthat the world
contained more than what our culture accepts, that these other things would

interact with me.
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For most of the years ]’vc been an animist, ] didn’t realize that “animist”
was rea”g the word for it, because when ] was young, coming of age back in the
1970s and first realized | was Probab]}j an animist, the &ictionarg definition and
the little bits | could find about animism (most]g anthropologg and socio]ogg and
Psgchologg} at the Public librarg defzinitelg weren’t about what | exPerienced)

what resonated with me.

But some things that ] reac{) such as B/ack E/ﬁ 5/06325) rea”g

resonated: the story related is how | exPerience the worlc{; not as a medicine
man, but as a person living in a world that contains medicine men, and sPirit
worlds, and all the other things that were described 139 Nicholas Black E_Ik and
transcribed !:)5 Jo}‘m G Nci}warclt, a world in which all that was the natural state
of affairs.

And then | would read something else about “animism” as it was
understood !:)ﬂ modern scientists who studg culture, and what theg described
was nothing at all like what ] cxpcrienccd, or what | read in B/ack E/,é 5/062%5

and elsewhereJ what resonated.

M9 experience soonmwe”,just before my | 9th bir’ch&ag—«touched on an
aspect of that animistic world | live in, wherein Perhaps the sPirits were trying to
select me to become a shaman or medicine man or some other rolc, but it didnt

take—] didn’t react in the right way.

A WE]RD person would say that l had nightmares, Perhaps caused or
aggravated by alcohol and marﬁuana use, and magbe related to the unusual

brainwave pattern that | have (as we discovered later in trying to Figure out what

had happened).
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Or maybe all of the above. As if naming the cause or contributors or
correlates exPIains anﬂtﬁlhgabout the exPericnce itself: it felt as if a terrible
storm was ragingjust outside my mind, and the walls of my rea]itg) between me
and the mae!strom, was thin Fabric, paper Perhaps, and would at any moment

co”apse and ] WOU!C! !DC SWCPt awag.

That’s a difference between the WE]RD way of understanding the
world and the animistic way. WIEIRD ignores the exPerience, while animism

embraces it.

| think modern animists, like me, should try to embrace both sides. PBut

more on that Iater.

Angway) to counteract the visceral lasting terror of that experiencq |
backed away from the world as | exPeriencec{ it, and the behaviors that might
have contributed to the exPericncc, and to rebuild the walls between my self and
the terror beyond. | immersed mysch in a more traditional WE]RD lhcestgle, and
got married and tried to be a goocl (hristian without solidlg committing to a

denomination.

Later, that bcgan to fall away, and ] sfmply tried to be a good WE]RD

modernist and materialist, classhcging mysel{: atvarious times as agnostic or

atheist. That Phase, too, Passed, and ] found mgsehc emPt}j.

PBut it was all a Fagac!e. | was still an animist; that was how | expcricncccl
the world. ]just didn’t know that was or could be the correct term for it. | never

did find any other term that was quitc right, either.



Becoming an Animist
JR. Faine

Eventua”g, | started reading up on and otherwise studging mgtho]ogg,
other re]igions, my genealogy) human origins, environmentalism, poetry,
P}‘;ilosophg...a lot of different things, all of which nelped confirm that yes, ] am
indeed an animist—even if at the time | still only knew the old, incorrect W™ IRD

definition of animism.

Put that meaning of the word still didn’t fit, and the things that | read
about animism still didn't Fit, because it was all rooted in Tylor’s (and therefore
the c]ictionarg’s) definition of animism, which c]earlg wasn’t me and my
experience. And when it wasn’t rooted in T}jlor’s definition, it was based in
other WI |RD ideas about experience and belief and the sacred and the
ProFanc and the natural and the supernatura]. Whilc some of it seemed to make

sense in an intellectual way, it had little or not}ﬁing to do with my expcricnccs.

(Oh, there were traces, hints, in some things | encountered, like reac!ing
Black E]k Speaks, and Vine Deloria and some other works of inc]igenous
writers—but not all of them. And | certainly didmt meet anyone who could direct
me a]ong the proper Patn

So, | still didm’t have a word forit. | had seen shamanism before (ala
(_astenada, who despite Probabl9 being a fraud, certain]y wrote about the
shaman’s world in a way that resonated with mc), but ] knew that because ]
hadn’t been chosen and schooled by the spirits when ] was younger, ] was not a

shaman.

And, | was still terrified of the strangeness }chond the terriblg thin walls
of defense set up around my consciousness. The shaman literature always
talked about animism in relation to the indigenous cultures in which shamanism

occurrcd, but ] clear19 was not a member of that kind of culture. But then) ]’d
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read another of the classics on animism or religion or mgtho]ogg, and that still

Clear19 wasn’t me.

Then, 1998 ormore ]ikelg, 1999, | met an honest~to~gooc{ness animist.
Different from me, but kindred nonetheless. | began to entertain the idea that |
might be an animist based on his explanations and our discussions about

experiences.

| embraced the strangeness that | was afraid to be alone with, because |
also met the love of my lhce, of several lifetimes. Thatwas in 2000. Over the
ensuing years, | learned more about what | believe, filtered through more of the
materials avai]ablc, read up on Paganism and Ncopaganism and the like—which

while interesting, does not resonate much with me.

]:inang, in 2014, | decided to look into the literature on animism again, to
see what | might glean, not expecting angthing great, but at least to look again,
now that | knew more about the various kinds of Paganism. After a”, | had been
reacling over the Past few years about Paganisms, and some of that was
interesting, and | read a few more recent things about shamanism, some of which

seemed sPot on and others that seemeé, we”, not what ] experience. But close.

]t was then that ] encountered Graham r—larvcg’s writings on]ine, including
his [Fandbook OfCOHtempora(gAn/mllsm, his edited collection of writings by a
multitude of individuals tai(ing part in the examination and creation of what some
call the New Animism. Now imowing that there was a literature out there
investigating animism at least in part from the Pcrspective of actual indigcnous
Practitioners, | looked up the writings of many of these writers, which of course

led to ot!'wcrs, and still others.
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Now, | was Fina”g encountering descriptions of animism that echoed my
own experiences, my own knowledge of the world. ] had found that other People
out there in the world actua”9 exPerience the world the way ] do, the way that
resonates deep!g within me. And so | began to learn afresh about animism, and

could start to understand itin a way that | could articulate.

] AM an animist.

And that led to this work.



