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Fart chen

The beliefs and traits of animism and animists

Ti‘lC literature on the New Animism Pu”s togeti‘ier a great many concepts
that a WE]RD individual may or may not be able to understand, to bring into
their own Practice of animism. |n Prior sections, | discussed some of the central
concepts of animism, inciuding respect, humilitg and relationships. Other
concepts of animism that may be difficult for WIEIRD Peopie to come to
understand include the 19 Fo”owing concepts, some of which stand cicarig

alone, while others iﬁeavilg ovcr]aP.

[irst, animism is not seParabie from any other aspects of cia9~to~dag
behavior or Practice in an animistic society, or to an individual Practitioner. [tis a
way of 1i1ce, and all aspects of Iiving are imbued with animistic beliefs and

behaviors.

Thisis unlike WEIRD cuiture) where religion is largelg an intellectual
activity, andis largelg 56Parateci from other aspects of life, but even if included,
are rarely central to survival. Animismis almost a]wags——in irsdigcnous settings—

about surviving and Prospcring in the here and now.

Seconci) humans are a social speciesmwe do not everlive in isolation (well,
some occasional individuals migrit, but to be tota”g isolated is to be tota”g
depcr\clerit on the seli:_—arig illhess or irjurg, or even a momentary iapse in
attention, can rapidig result in deatiﬁ, which may be avoided if there are social

others around to i’iclp; in addition, an isolated individual does not reproducc,
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and eventua”g will cease ]iving angwag% we are on!g full when we live in groups

with whom we have a relationship.

Kelationships with other humans—that is basic to being human—but
because we are social) we also have relationships with the other-than-human
P
persons who live with us in our community, our environment, and who interact

with us on a regular basis.

Next, if human persons are worthg of rights) of re]ationship, of respect,
then all other persons are also worthy of rig}wts, relationship, and respect. [t
behooves us to extend those rights, engage in those re]ationshipsJ and be

respectgul to a” human anc} othentharvhuman Pcrsons.

Fourth, while PeoPle all over the [~ arth were and are animists, animism is
a/waﬂs local. [t may be Possible to develop a “global” aspect to animism, an
attitucle/Practice that one may carry with them on their travels over larger areas
of the World, but the nature of animism that we are discovcring now in indigenous

cultures is a/ways local.

[Fifth, because animismis local, it is going to be spechcic not only to the
location in space and time, but also the persons involved in that Particular
location. Andits going to be spechcic to the history of those Places and
persons who have been involved in the relationships at that location over time up

to thc NOW.

Sixth, because animism is local and sPcciFic to the persons who have gone
before and who are there now, the etiquette rcquircd bg the various Parties to
the relationship will be different in different ]ocations, and at different times.
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T his is true even if theg are c{ealing with what appears to non-animists as the

same t}‘sing, such as Fire, the landj or the ocean.

While fire is fire, thisfire is different than thattire, it is its own unique
individual in time, space, comPosition, its setting and environment, and etc. | he
Ocean /76/‘6, is not the same as the Ocean f/76/‘6) orthe Ocean then or now.
The t}‘sings that have haPPened in this Place are different than those in that
Place, and both differ because the different things haPPenec{ at different times

with different Persons...human and otherwise.

Seventh, when new People come to a ]ocation, theg should eitherlearn
the cticlucttc of the existing Population, or establish their own relationships with
the humans and other-than-human persons of the Place. thn WE]RD
People came to many Places around the [~ arth, theg imPosed their own ideas
about relationships with others on the persons of the Place, rather than learning
what the local persons said and did in their existing relationships. |n short, theg

ignored the cxisting persons and relationships.

Eighth) animism is concerned with fmmancntspirits, that is, human and
other-than-human persons who inhabit the current environment in which the
culture lives and interacts. | hese sPirits are rarely scparate from material
things, and are rare]y seen as being angt]ﬂing additionalto the material—that is
just what thcg are.

Ninth, while evergthir\g is/has sPirit, not every thing is/has a relationship
with the humans of the Placc‘ Not evcrgthing is alwags sacred, needs to be Fu”g
respcctccl or cared for or honored bg humans—we don’t need to have a close

reciprocal relationship with every person in the environment.
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PBut animists are Practical People, and so theg have relationships with the
other-than-human persons who are most imPor’cant to survival. But we should
alwags be aware of the others whom we don’t regularly interact wit%, and as
much as Possib!e, alwags be FCSPCCt]CUl towards them. Just in case. Thcg may
need us, or us, them, sometime. Andjust as cer’cainly, we have indirect
relationships with many others, because theg are necessary parts of the

eco/social system in which we live.

T enth, there is rarelg much interest in transcendent sPirits or matters—
such things are often seen as individual or Persona], and not something for
members of the community as a whole to be aware of or Participate in——although
some of the ones who become chosen as shamans, healers and the like, may
actua”y cxperience and discuss such matters; likewise, the elders may also be

involved in this, too. S’ci”, itis usua”g an individual matter.

[~ leventh, communication with the others—even the “a”~c{eit3”——comes
throug]ﬁ ritual, magic, shamanism, and the Practices of hca]crs, visionaries, and
other spccia]izcd roles in the culture. [However, individuals can also receive and
make direct communication at times—but it he]Ps sometimes to use the

sPecialists...

Twcllcth, animism is not an intellectual activity the way “re]igion” IS in
Wcstem culture. ]t is based in and the result of emotional and Perccptual
exlocrienccs. Animists rare]g spenc! any time trying to generate coherent bodies
of know]cdgc or unified structures of thought to exPlain their cxpericnccs—«thc
cxpcriences thcy have are evidence of the existence of and interaction with the

other-than-human persons in the environment.
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[Tence, there is rarelg any “theism” going on in animism. [T venin well-
devclopec{ historical animisms, such as S}ﬂnto, there is little evidence of theism
in the \/\/es‘ccrn sense. More ogten, the experiences become or are connected to
song, storg, mgth, art, etc., that are shared in a culture. These may be emptg
stories to some in the cu]ture, but truth to others, and metaphors to still others,
and so on. And even moreso to outsiders, who are unfamiliar with nuances of

sgmbolism within the culture.

Next, animism is unconcerned with any individual’s beliefs. Instead,
animism focuses on Practice of the proper rituals and other etiquette of actual
behavior, the Personal and emotional 6xperfc‘ncc. Belimc is a Private matter; the
actual Pub]ic and social Practice of rituals, ctc., that reflect the accePtec{ social
behavior within the group and with othcrgroups of persons are what is
imPortant.

Mourteenth, almost universa”g, animist cultures have relied on the services
of a variety of human persons with specializcd roles or skills to deal with
different kinds of other-than-human persons and Prob]ems the culture faces
with them. T his includes healersJ herbalists, dancers, chanters, singers, medicine

men, seers, and of course, shamans.

Thcre are often more than one of each in any given community, each with
their own abilities and sPecia]tics, but all with the abilitg to intercede with the

other-than-human persons of their environment.

[Mifteenth, absolutelg univcrsa”gJ animists are concerned about these
relationships with other-than-human persons because of the immediate Practical
benefits of having a Positive social rc]ationship with those who can make sure we

have—or converse]g, if we don’t have a good rclationship, make sure we don’t
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have—food, shelter, luck in love and the lotterg, children, a long life, health, and

SO On.

T hatis, such relationships have an immediate, immanent Practical value to
the human persons, and we expect, to the other-than-human persons as well.
Thereis little concern about transcendence, condition in the a}cterlhce, sin and
its Forgivencss, orthocloxy) and other matters that seem to occupy the
“advanced” religions—that is, things that are intellectual rather than Pure]g

experience based.

Sixteenth, the purpose of these re]ationships is to maintain and reaffirm
balance between the different groups of persons. On]y when rclationships are
balanced is it Possiblc to ask for help, and the par’cicipants to EC]P each otherin

Positive ways.

Seventeenth, animism is often closelg allied with ancestor
worship/veneration, in which the ]iving must carry on a relationship of honor with
their ancestors. And upon death, the individual becomes an ancestor, like all the
ancestors before him or her. Some cultures Provide variation in after-life
outcomes based on whether or not the individual died a “good” death, but rarely
does the individual’s Personalitg or behavior in life have any imPact on status

after death.

Next, animism is also often closelg associated with magic, healing,

divination, etc.

Fina”g, these Points taken together mean that animism is very similar to—
in fact, may be—what is referred to as “[olk Religion” in areas with more

dcvclopcd rclxgious traditions. ] he beliefs and actions of folk rcligion are
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beliefs and actions that do not coherentlg fit into the other formal” traditions
of the society, such as the common beliefs in astro!ogg, numerologg, angels and

angelo]ogg, and alien contact and other beliefs and Practices in otherwise

«(Christian” cultures) such as the US



