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Encyclopaedia Entry – ‘Animism’
ANIMISM
Derived from the Latin anima, commonly translated as ‘soul’, Animism was originally coined by the Anthropologist, Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917), who is widely viewed as the founder of cultural Anthropology. Tylor prescribed to Evolutionism and believed animism was the first philosophy of man and nature. Initially developed as a basic form of science, animism grew in complexity, evolving into what is now widely recognised as a religion evident in indigenous tribes globally.
Tylor believed that animism arose from ancient questions about the world, to which human reasoning was applied to natural phenomena. This application of knowledge was commendable, however, Tylor believed that the resulting conclusions were flawed. He gives the example of an ancient Philosopher, who, when comparing the living to the dead, concluded in the existence of souls, and in seeking an explanation for dreams, concluded that spirits must also exist. These metaphysical beliefs in were then assigned to all that is animate in nature and the universe, but it an anthropomorphic way, generating ideas of tree spirits, river gods and such like. As souls were understood as able to exist independently from a body, this also led to the development of the idea of gods, angels and demons.
Tylor, like many of his scholarly contemporaries, believed that all of humanity’s social, political and moral development could be measured on an ethnological scale. Tylor measured the progress of evolution as a hierarchy ranging from the lesser evolved barbaric primitive cultures to the educated cultures of western Europe and America. In line with this way of thinking, Tylor defined religion as the ‘belief in spiritual Beings’ and he therefore believed that animism was fundamental in the progress of religion. The animist belief in the existence of gods, demons and angels, in turn evolved into polytheism, which was refined to form the educated, evolved monotheist religions of Christianity, Judaism and Islam.
CHANGING PERSPECTIVES OF ANIMISM: THE NEW ANIMISM
Tylor’s animism was heavily focussed on the metaphysical belief in souls and spirits and he concluded that as science progressed, more empirical truths would emerge, which would result in the end of religion. However, over time further research has concluded that animism is much more complex than just the assigning of spirits and souls to objects. Rituals and rites are an important focus of indigenous tribes, however, more than an appeal to certain spirits, rituals reflect the understanding of the world as relational. In contrast to the animism of Tylor, these modern understandings of animism have been labelled ‘new animism’.
Alfred Irving Hallowell, an American Anthropologist, undertook research with the Ojibwa tribe, based in central Canada. This resulted in new understandings of animist culture and belief systems. Hallowell recalls a story of an old man and his wife who hear thunder claps, and the man asks his wife what the Thunder Birds were saying, speaking as if it were a conversation between humans. The mans’ wife did not hear what they were saying, and therefore as a couple they concluded that the conversation wasn’t meant for them, so ignored it. Hallowell reiterated in his research that the dominant anthropocentric understanding of the world was discarded by animists, instead believing in equality and total relativity between ‘persons’ who inhabit the Earth. Animists do not believe that the environment is merely the landscape upon which humans live, but that the Earth is full of conversations continually happening at once. Everything that a person does on Earth will impact those that they relate with, and therefore the utmost respect and care must be taken at all times.
New animism assigns personhood to every element of nature, as well as human beings, flora and fauna. During his research, there was a moment when Hallowell questioned if all the stones that he could see in front of him were alive. The response from a member of the tribe was that some of them were, and therefore they treat stones with respect, just like all other persons, as there is the possibility that they may interact and form relationships with them. 
Tim Ingold, a British Anthropologist, is leading research in new approaches to the study of animism, and strongly rejects Tylor’s animism. In new animism, the question is not whether objects have a spirit or a soul, or projecting human likeness onto non-human beings, but whether animists are relating to the world in the correct way to allow persons to communicate with them. Ingold presents the animist world as a free-flowing movement of bodies, energies, forces and life continually circulating and relating. There are certain practices that previously would have been seen as ritualistic, but which are now understood to further emphasis this notion of relativity. For example, an animist will only ever hunt for the food that they will eat on that day, and never take too much. Should they hunt an otter, they would return the bones to the river. A rain dance is not, as previously thought, a ritual appealing to the spirit of the rain to fall, but a relational conversation between human and non-human persons.
Far from being a purely peaceful way of life, there are difficulties encountered with a wholly relational world-view. For this reason, Shamans are an important aspect of animist life, as they are experts in the correct way to relate to the world. They provide guidance to animists to ensure that relationships are as harmonious as possible, which can prove difficult when a human would have to eat some of the non-human persons that they share the world with. 

LIMITATIONS

Over time, there have been certain limitations to understanding animism. One substantial example of this is the language barrier. Initially, Anthropologists such as Tylor were only able to observe animist practices, which resulted in a limited understanding of important traditional elements of animism, such as the meanings of rites and rituals. Anthropologists drew heavily on their own experiences for reference, resulting in an ethnocentric approach to studying animists. In line with the dominant evolutionist theory, the evidence of rites and rituals further perpetuated the notion of animism as a primitive religion with seemingly savage practices.

Modern anthropological research has further reinforced the importance of language for animist culture, and the difficulties faced during translation. In 1977, Anthropologist Mary Black emphasised the difference in the animist understanding of the word ‘respect’ which is more akin to acting with caution, than the western understanding, which is more similar to admiration. There are also variants in dialect across animist tribes, and words which have more than one meaning, such as for example ‘Anishinaabe’ which can mean person, the people or an individual, however, the concept of a ‘person’ is vastly different in animist culture. It is not just understood as the identity of an individual, usually human, but it is more comparable to a relational performance with other human and non-human persons who share the Earth.
ANIMISM IN EVERYDAY MODERN LIFE
Animism is a system of beliefs woven into the very basis of religiosity, and therefore elements of this have permeated throughout cultures globally. In modern times, it could be said that the domestication of animals for pets, and how they are then treated as part of a family, is akin to animism. Animist theory is now prevalent throughout common law, whereby natural phenomena such as rivers, for example, are protected and given rights and as scientific understandings develop, Animist theories of biodiversity are becoming increasingly important to environmentalist thought.
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