Becoming and Animist
JR. Faine

Part Six
Origin and Modermn Unc]crstanding of the word ‘ Animism’

The current “common” Westem ideas about animism are at best,
incomplete, and at worst, are based on signhcicant misconceptions about what
various animistic cultures believe/believed and Practice/Practiced about their

animism.

The reality is that most \Westerners toc{ag believe that “belief in sPirit
bcings” is both a necessary and a sufficient definition of animism. Especia”y,
that sPirits inhabit inanimate objects. Tl‘xis is not surprising, because in most

dictionaries, encgclopec{ias, and most other sources, that is the identified usage

of the term. What else are \/\/E_]RD persons suPPosecl to think?

Bascd on my own Pcrsonal cxPericncc, ] think this means that an awful lot
of WE]RD human People don’t recognize that theg are animists, because theg
never encounter an accurate description of animism. Real animism can be
learned about either through the New Animism, or a true inc]igenous animism.
A]most any other source (and xcrankly, even many of these) will not bring them an

accurate description of animism.

An interested W [RD person might think theg might be animistic, but

then thcy would read the c}ictionary definition, or some of the classic ear19
anthropo]ogg or ethnology or sociologg or comparative religion works, or even
some modern works on animism, and t!ﬁcg won’t see the connection to how they
expericnce the world—because the writers don’t rea”g understand animism

themselves.
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T}"ij mig}‘st even look to the works of Christian missionaries, who try to
understand animism and folk bcliepjus‘c enough soO theg can say, “No, that's
wrong, and here’s whg/’ SO theg can convert People——anc{ of course, theg are
doing it froma W IRD !anguage and Perspective, and with a goal in mind that
undermines animism, so it’s unlike]g that theg rea”g understand or exPlain itin

any sensible way at all.

[Heh. Or magbe ['m the onlg one who actua”g has felt this way. Fossible,
but | doubt it.

Origins of our WEIRD ideas

These misconceptions about animism arose in the latter half of the 1800s
and the first half of the i 900s, as W |R]D researchersin a variety of fields
(like anthropologg and sociologg and Psgcho]ogg) attemptec{ to understand the
“re]igious” beliefs of various cultures around the world——including of course,

modern Christianity.

Theg looked tHrough a “scientific” lens, through alens that said that
uneducated Peop]e and People without written Ianguage and so on were
ignorant and incapable of uncierstan&ing even their own be]iemcs, when comPared
to the Pinnacle of creation/evo]ution, the English and (Germans and French,

who were the intellectual heirs to the ancient (Greeks and Romans.

No other cultures, no other Pcoplcs could Possiblg know angthing of
va]ue, theg t!ﬁought and loudlg Proclaimed, Te) theg didn’t even botherto learn
what those other humans knew—tlﬂcgjust Plowcd them down, occupied them,
subjugatccl them, and tried to convert them, enslave them, kill them.
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[irst, we must deal with the meaning of the term “animism” as it is
Commonlg understood todag. The current definition found in modern
dictionaries dates back to the ear]}j 1 800s, but more sPechCica”g the modern
usage dates to the 1870s and the ongoing effect of Tglor’s initial description
of animism—and indeed, re!igion in genera!——as being “belief in sPirit beings,” with
those SPirits }Jeing suPematural (hot part of the “natural” material makeuP of

the universe) inhabiting either lower life forms orinanimate objects.

T hatis, animists, under this definition, attributed sentience to the living,

and life to the inanimate.

Not cxactly wrong altoget}ﬁer, but not at all rightJ either. Dating back to
ear|9 Christianity) the (Church [Tathers had decided that, as reflected in the
Olc] ] estament, humanitg’s original re]igion was Perpect monotheism. Juc{aism,
IslamJ the ancient (sreek and Romans——evergone else, in fact—had Practiced
degenerate religions, as humans fell from the state of grace and }33 dcgrecs fell
into error about the nature and number of deities and sPirits. The details of any

other religion didn’t matter: it was all heresy, and needed to be rooted out.

Anc] the Enlightenment and modern era haven't changed WE]RD
thfnking that much. Ccr’cainla, during the modern era, Westerners have believed

that everyone else who isn’t of the WE]RD traditions, are simpletons, who
simplg CANNOT have had any c!eep or complex thoughts a}jou’cJ we”,

angthing.

Exccpt the ancient (Greeks. And then the Enlig!ﬂtenment thinkers. So
when theg starting asking indigcnous Peoples about their beliefs—in order to
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correct them and convert them to Ciwristianitg»—tiweg didn’t bother to go very

dCCP or ComPiCX.

When indigenous animists describe their own worid~views, and some of
the more modern anthropoiogis’ts and socioiogists who better understand
animism, it is apparent that these animists believe the world is more compiex and

nuanced than simpiy “helief in sPirit iDCiﬂgS.”

[nstead, the universe is inhabited ijg persons, onig some of whom are in
human form. [Jumans need to be in resPectiCui, balanced reiationsiiips with those
other-than-human persons. Animism is not, as Tgior and others argueciJ some
Primitive Pre~scientiicic and/or Pre~monoti~ieistic effort to cxPiain the world or to
relate to divinity; it is about how to behave in the worici, how to relate to the
other persons in the worici) and wi19 we need to behave that way.

T here is some current discussion in the literature about how and wiwg
Tgior came to use this word—his Prci:erred term was “sPiritism” or “sPirituaiism,”
which at that time airea&g had a very different Popuiar mcaning——but that’s
another story, and has virtua”g noti'iing to do with animism.

T here is also discussion about how and why later thinkers in Western
Antiwropoiogg and Socioiogy and Fsgchoiogg and Rciigious Stuciies and
related fields came to either follow Tﬁior’s definition in whole or in part, or
rejecteci it and turned to other definitions—which also suffered from trying to fit

observations about indigenous Pcopies and their beliefs and Practices into

WEIRD categories.

PBut of course, those writing the definitions, and reaciing the definitions,

are for the most part not animists, and except in childhood, never were animists



Becoming and Animist
JR. Faine

even in that sense. Theg learned the WIEIRD Perspective and moved on, while
l learned the WE]RD Perspective, but found ] couldr’t help but to keeP

questioning it because it quite Franug is not the way ] exPerience the world.

Of course, W IRD People would say that your Personal experience is
irre]evant) that the onlg things that are real are what can be demonstrated
emPiricany—that is, rePeated I:)g a disinterested observer under similar or

identical conditions.

A coro“axy, also based in Tglor’s original work, but also as extended and
chanenged b}j others between the 1880s and 1980s, is that animists therefore
believe okjects, at least some and Perhaps all objects) are either alive in
themselves (and thus are//have a sPirit or souD, or at least can contain ]iving

sPirits or souls.

The realit}j of animism is that the belief systems are far more comPlicated
than these simplistic assertions }33 Tylor and others, which have since been
incorPorated into our dictionaries and ensconced in the various WE]RD fields
of knowledse.

Remember, T}j]or and the others were \Westerners, in Possession of a
world-view of religion anchored in (Christian theo]ogg, against which all other
religions had to be comPared (because (Christian theologg was the most
advanced, most PerFect) most complete—«the true Pinnacle of religion as it were,
as English—speakers of the 1800s considered themselves in all wags), and all
observations of other religions had to fit into the known categories of Western

religious Philosop!ﬂg.
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T hus, beiieving that “objects are alive” is in conflict with \Western beliefs
that the onig iiving ti'iings are i)ioiogica] and engage in a SPeciicic set of activities
(growti'i, resPiration, etc.), and that onig humans have souis, while all other iiving
things are mindless biologicai automatons, animated but without the divine
spark, while all other tiﬁings are inanimate with no degree of life or sPirit to them.

Ti‘ieg are thus oijjccts to be used or ciisposeci of as we humans see fit.

To Tgior and the others, “Primitive” PeoPies engageci ina simP]er, earlier,
incompiete stage of reiigious and scientific thinking——more like modern children
than modern adults—while both science and reiigion reached their Pinnacles)
their PerFect, ideal forms, in the societies of \Western Europe in the later 1800s
and 1 900s.

The reaiitg is that indigenous Peoples genera”y are not trying to expiain
the wor]d, aithough there is an element of that, because the “religious” beliefs
suffuse the whole of the culture. What animists are trying to dois ia9 out how
and whg thcg should behave in a respechcui way towards the other imPortant

persons that inhabit their environment with them.

Some of those persons are iiumanJ and others are other-than-human
persons. T heir understanding of the world is relational, even social. Western

civiiization, on the other i‘iand, is about objects and what subjects (iwumans) can

do with them. WE]RD Pcop]e ask “Wi‘iat’?” while animists ask “Wi‘io’?”

]nciigenous Pcopics have in their ianguages very different categories of
things from the modern W IRD ianguages, at least Engiish, which means that
Tﬂior and the others had to shoehorn what ti’169 observed in other cultures into
our Western categories, rather than trying to understand the inciigenous

catcgories for what theg were.
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]:or a Westemer to become an animist today means that she or he must
unlearn the Western thought about animism, and unlearn the Categories and
thought processes of the WE]RD worldview in general) and come to accept

some different ways of Perceiving and conceiving about the world.
SPirits and spirit bcings

In making sense of the common and now traditional \Western definition of
animism, versus the way animism rea”g is, what is most at issue is the meaning of
“sPirit,” and “sPirit beings,” which for Westerners genera”9 means some
scparate non-material su]:>stam:eJ Pcrhaps supcmatural in nature, which is

somehow attached to matter, or may operate scparatelg from matter.

For examPle, the human soul in the \Western sense is a supematural entity
that exists within the }Doc!g, but depar’cs at death. So when a Westerner thinks
of animism, theg usua”g think the animist necessar/{g believes that every objcc‘c

houses a scParatc “soul” of some kind, a little spiritual homunculus of sorts.

T o the animist, however, the “spirit” may not be a scparate “thing” from
the material object. I this sense, the sPirit is the essence—the nature and/or
character—of the material thing. The nature of that Particu]ar kind of thing (or
magbejust that one individual example of that class of object, sometimes—that
rock, that cougar, that deer) is that it has “sPirit,” or Personhooc{.

And usua”y, that means that the object-—whether it be a Plant, an animal,
arock, a bodg of water, a breath of wind, or whatever—has awareness, volition,
consciousness, communicative abilitg, and so on,just like human persons. OFf

course, such persons may have cligering Propor’cions and arrangements of the
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awareness, vo!ition, and so on than do humans, but it is a!wags seen as a
digcring in amounts, not in kind. PButin this mode of thinking, the “sPirit” is
simplg the nature of the object; there is nothing scparate about the spirit apart
from the object

T hat said, we must realize that some sPirits in this sense can be
associated not with material t}‘nings, but with sPaces—thc inside of a glass or
bottle or a bowl ora room, for example, can be its own sPirit, with its own
essence. |deas or thoughts can be sPirits, as well. [ extending Personhood to
inanimate objects was digicult, this has to be much harder for W |RD People

to wrap their heads around.

Of course, sometimes animists rca”y do mean “spirit beings” in more or
less the Western sense; theg mean that there is a more or less scparate “sPirit”
of some sort that may inhabit Particular objects, or classes of objects, or may
move Freelg about the environment. | hatis, there is a sPirit component, made of
some non-material essence, that has awareness, volition, and so on. Put it is not

the on]9 nor even ncccssarila the major asPcct of animism.

These sPirit beings may or may not Permanentlg inhabit a given object, or
any object at all. T hus, deer might be persons that wear a different kind of skin
than human persons, but are persons nonethe]css, because their sPirit bodg is
just like that of humans, but t}‘ney wear a different Phgsical body. Or, sPirit
}Jeings may inhabit various objects, such as talismans, for example, or other ritual

objects.

A” of these different beliefs about “sPirit” and “sPirit beings,” and
Probab]g more, fall under the general identity of animism. Put not all animists

use all of these, and some animists may not use any of the ones listed here, but
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have otherideas about sPirit. PBut fora W IRD person to become an animist,
he or she must learn to exPerience the world in these terms, not in the Western

mode.

T here is another aspect of Tylor’s dePiction of animism that requires
consideration: the idea that “Primitive” PeoP!es were using animism as a “Pre~
scientific” way of exPlaining the world) because theg were incaPable of creating

a true scientific understanding of the world.

Other W IRD thinkers also bought into this idea, such as Fiaget) who
noticed that children often disPlau animistic thinking, and conducted studies

that suggested that children start out being natura”g animistic, but that it goes
away bg adu]tnood, as modern human adults are more caPab]e of i‘:aving a true
scientific understanding than children and Primitive PeoP]e are, and that our
society instills this nigher cognitive abilitg while it does not deve]oP n Primitive

cultures.

Yet years of studg has shown that Fiaget was mistaken: even educated
modern WI |RD adults disPla9 signiicicant evidence of animistic thinking. And,
recent scholarshiP on the PercePtual and concePtual abilities of indigenous
PeoPles does not support the idea that Primitive PeoPle were or are using
animism as a sort of Pre~scientitic form of exPlanation for the state of the
universe around them, nor as a Pre~monotheistic religious construction. Theg
are, in fact, no different in their PercePtive or cognitive abilities than “modern”

adult PeoP]e in “advanced” cultures.

[f a modern WI IRD person is to become an animist, theg need to adoPt
the idea that there are other-than-human persons in the world, and that we need
to engage in resPectiCul re]ationshiPs with them.



