Becoming an Animist
JR. Faine

Fart Two
WE]RD Pcoplc becoming animists

Animism is a way of relating to the world.

lt is not a re]igion, but as Stringer suggests, is instead, “a way of being
religious.” Bg the same token, the Abrahamic religions are rePresentative of
another way of being re]igious: monotheistic revelation through a text and an
organizcc{ hicrarclﬁy. Bu&c”‘n’sm and [induism are rcprcscntative of other ways
of }Dcing religious.

Becoming an animist—for a native sPeaker of the Eng]ish Ianguage, and a
member of the \Western European traditions it embodies, such as mgsehc——ﬁrst
and foremost means lcaming to stop thinking that evcrgt}‘;ing else in the universe
is an “it,” and that we humans are something somehow different, sPecia], unique,
and therefore beyond the need of bcing related to or concerned about
everything else.

To the animist, humans are Persons..people..just like all the other PCOPIC in the
environment: tree Pcople, rock Pcoplc, wind Pcoplc, deer Peop]c, and so on.

But more on that later.

Infact, to become an animist, a person of the Western European tradition must
unlearn a great many things tlﬁeg have learned as theg became Par‘c of their

culture.
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Nowadays, some (mostly academics) use the acronym W [RD—Western,
[~ ducated, |ndustrialized, Rich, and [Democratic—to denote the dominant
intellectual thinking pattern of the industrialized world. T his way of looking at
the world arose in Western [Z_urope during the [ nlightenment, and has largely
directed the social, political and economic development of the technologically
and economically advanced nations for the past 500 years, and esPeciang the

last 100 or so years.

[t has also influenced most other nations and cultures around the world in that
time, including the nation/culture I'm a native of, the umted States of America
in the late 20" and earlg 21°8(Centuries.

Of course, not all the PCOP]C in those nations, or under their imquence, have
necessari]g fallen under sway of the WIT |IRD worldview, but many have. PBut
many of those that haver’t still have been great]g affected bg the WE]RD
Perspective. [t's so influential, that even i{:gou don’t subscribe to it, you still

have to acknowle&ge it.

Fhilosophica”y, this pattern of thought is currentl}j dominated 59 Modernism,
Materialism/f:'hgsicalism, and [umanism—to the Point that even the dominant
(hristian theo]ogies and other viewPoints must address or resPond to
Modernism, Materialism/Fhﬂsica]ism and [umanism. Tl‘n’s includes Fost~
Modernism, which of course is a reaction to modernism and materia]ism, and still
in many ways operates within the W IRD Paradigm—«as an antithesis to

modernism’s thesis.

[t is not an accident that in English we use words in ways that make almost all
things entirelg inanimate: not he or she, not even them, but “it.” Mang languages

dorn’t work that way; there is no “it,” or “it” has a much different usage. There
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are in these other languages onlg she) he, them, us, we and so on—pronouns for
persons, for beings, even if theg are “inanimate” things or “lower” lifeforms to us

sPeaking Eng]is}‘n and thinking in the Western mode of t}‘:ought.

But, in Eng]ish, there has been a mission of the educated—materialists and
theists and humanists alike, for the last rough!g 500 years—to remove any sense
of “being” (ot}ﬁer than “itness”) from evergt}‘sing but humans—and sometimes
even from non~EuroPean humans. E_ven other living non-human things are “it,”

not “us.”

The language has been restructured in such a way, so that we (WE]RD) at
least) humans can act with impunitg against thcm, without having to have a
relationship, without having to consider needs and rights and the like, because
theg are lesser, lower, than us, and therefore either bg divine right or

evolutionarg chance subject to our (Enlightened European) human whim.

Thcg are lt, Propcrtg, or even less than Propcrtg, va]uelcss, unless and until we
find some use for them. Somcthing to be ignored or used or disposcd of

without concern.

Which, of course, theg aren’t—at least, not to an animist. | he effect of 1iving, of
bcing raised, in a culture and its languagc has been amplg demonstrated—
Peoplc think of things according to the beliefs of their culture (thcg either
acceptas a given the common cultural beliefs, or they active19 reject them), and
the languagc encapsulates those cultural beliefs, so it is almost impossiblc for
them to not be affected bg the common cultural beliefs. ]t takes real work, real

e1c1cort, to break out of the Paradigm of our language, our culture.
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T hus, it is hard to overcome the modernist/materialist Preconceptions of our
WEIRD societg. But itis Possiblc, ] am doing 50, but there is alwags more l

need to leam, need to incorPorate into my life.

Remember, | was enculturated from birth through chil&hooc{) 3outh and
adolescence in this culture, and spent from about age 20 to about age 42 trying
to be a good WE]RD modernist. ]t’s on]g been in the last two decades that ]
have rea”g been trging to unlearn modernism, Phgsicalism and humanism and the

other asPects of the Westem mindset.
So, how is Animism different?

T}‘:e first assumPtion of animism is that evexyt}ning exists. O]ﬁ, sure, it may all be
an i”usion, as some sages say, but it rea”g seems that in this life we are situated
within this realitg——even when we can sometimes step through cracks and doors

and holes and enter the sPirit worlds.

[Tvenifitis all an i”usion, it's an illusion we’re suPPoscd to be in, P189 along with,

above allto | [V and EXPERIENCE. The cxpcn’cncc is what is tru19

imPortant in life.

PBut experience isn’t a”just doing things; for humans, it’s also observing things,
testing things, ]eaming tlﬂings, remcmbering, intcrpreting, investigating, thinking,
creating, singing, dancing, hunting, wori(ing, Planting, building, laughing, crying....

Second, all those things that exist are not all that different from us; thcg share
at least some traits with us, to some degree, regarc”ess of the differences we can
also notice. ]n the material sense, at least, theg are made of the same atoms and

energy as us,just in different Propor’cions and arrangements. No matter what

z’..
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“theg” are, theg are akin to us in some way, some clcgree) but onlg if we choose
to look for the relationship, the kinship) instead of Focusing on!y on what makes
us different.

Becoming an animist means becoming aware of the similarities, rather than the
differences. The W IRD way seems to be focused on seeing what is
different, of drawing careful lines between This and That. This is ensconced in
the three rules or laws of IogiC: of ic{entitg, of non-contradiction, and of the
excluded middle. And the assumption that all that exists is material, and
ONLY material (whetherin material or energy form).

T}‘:e animist way seems to be focused on what is the same or similar, or rcalizing
that most lines we draw are arbitrary, are not accurate or real; tlﬁcy are of our

own creation; | his and | hat are not so scparate after all.

Of course, this sounds like it is limited to material things, the ]iving and the
inanimate. Put it is not. More on that later.

Thc conccpt of persons

Evergthing that exists: theg are not an it, nor are theg its, a Plural. Theg are our
kin, our relatives, persons who are not human (forlack of a better concept or
term), and but for the accidents of }‘sistorg and evolution that t}‘uey are not

identical in appearance and function to us human persons—or we, them.

Because thcg are kin, we should acknowledgc them as persons. Yes, some are
very different as persons than humans—that is, thcg are very, very distant kin—

but we should StFCtCh our minds and encompass OUT‘SC!VCS inan extendcd Famlly
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of our relatives who are more orless the same, and get, different than us—and
Certainly, they share the same environment as us, so we are not isolated. We
should still resPect them, extend to them at least some degree of the
relationship that we take Forgranted among humans—at ]east, among Western

Humans.

WEIRD PcoPle can begin to compre}‘;end this if theg start to think about how
related we are to other life. The evidence suggests that humans are one of the
millions of multicellular sPecies currentlg existing that are related to each other
through their DN A—and thus to their ancestors back in time, eventua”g to a
single~ce“ed Protist (similar to bacteria) common ancestor between all the

sPecics, which lived about 3.8 billion years ago.

Actua”g, that may be wrong; more recent theorg suggests that the earliest lhce,
Perhaps existing as earlg as 4.2 billion years ago, may not even have had all the
characteristics we currentlg assign to lhce, such as DNA, cell structure, and so
on. And those earliest forms of life may have existed for more than a billion
years before DNA and other features dcvclopcd and rca”g got started on the
road to the Present—&ag diversitg.

[t doesn’t matter to an animist. [ ven if we’re ta”dng about alien life that
developed on another P]anct millions of ]ightgears away, theg are still our kin.
We are related bg bcing part of this cosmos.

Star’cing with humans—because we do pretty much have to refer to ourselves to
start to build an animist understanding of the world—we can sce that, for
example, chimpanzecs and bonobos are about 99 Percent similar to humans
(depending on the method used). That is, theg are almost completelg persons
like us. One on]y need watch them to see that thcg think and act much like us—
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that we are kin, even if seParated b}j several million years of evolutionary

C}‘sanges.

On the other hand, cattle are magbe 50 or 60 Percent like us humans. F]ants
are about 25 percent similar to humans in their DNA,, and so theg are persons
who are about 25 percent like us. Slime molds (among the simp]est of the
eukargotes) are about 18 Percent similar, and are therefore persons that
percent similar to us. Yes, that means that chimps and bonobos are 1 to 5
percent different, Plants 75 percent different, and slime molds 82 percent
different. But the Point’.’

ls there any Point where there is a clear c{ividing line between the kindreds?
Surc, we can classhcy based on group likenesses and suchm«:, but our

classifications are a description of realitg, not realitg itself.

[~ ven the archaic relatives of bacteria share at least a few percent of the DNA
of humans. So, even though thcg are all very different from us, we can say that
thcg do share atleast some of our traits—that thcg are at least a few Pcrccnt

like us.

We can say theg are other-than-human persons who differ from us in many
ways, but still share some characteristics. And magbe most WE]RD Peop]e
can wrap their heads around this concept, and understand the idea of other
living things being other-than-human persons.

At the very least, we should recognize that thcg are our relations, our ‘kin,’ even

it scparated }35 hundreds of million to several billion years of evolution.
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Butfor WEIRD People, the step to inanimate stuff being people is a more
dhclcicu]tjump. When you think about it, some non-living things will become part
of living things, and parts of some living things will become part of the nonliving
things. So even the inanimate “theys” in the world still have something in

common with us humans, against whom we are measuring simi!arity.

Magbe onlg a few Perccnt, magbe less—but none of it ever droPs to zero
Perccnt, even if it comes close. A]Cter a”, t}‘:ey are still made of matter, of atoms,
of energy, and theg are here in the world with us, subject to the same laws of

Phgsics within the same environmental context. [~ ven in another ga]axg.

Some things will never be part of living things as we define thcm, but t}wey still
have some fraction of attributes that are related to humans—made of atoms of
the same sort as in humans, subject to gravity and the otherforces and laws of
PhgsicsJ and so on. So, even though they may be 99.999 percent different,
theg are still a little bit like us, even if it’sjust 0.001 percent, or even less.

WIIRD Peop]e classhcy them as “|t.” Animists, on the other hand, recognize
that we can choose to extend to them the categorg of Personhooc], a status as
persons who are other-than-human, who are c]eserving of consideration and
respect due to any human person, even though they are different. | his is what
a WE] RD person whois secking to become an animist must do—stretch the
definitions in their minds so that thcy can make angthing else in the universe be a

Person)just like them.

So, to become an animist, | would say thata W IRD person must break out
of the WE]RD thought Pattems, the worldview. [£'s not easy to clo; ] still
haven’t complctelg mastered it. [t would Probab]y be easier it | learned a
languagc that was more compatib]e with animism than English is. Dut Pm
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working on breaking out, because animism is the way | relate to the wor]c{, not in
the WE]KD way ] learned to relate to the world through the dominant culture

where and when | live.



