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Assignment Three – Literature Review
Changing Perspectives in Animist Theory and Indigenous Relations
This literature review will focus on published works regarding animism and how scholarly understanding has altered over time, particularly concentrating on the consideration of different perspectives. Approaches to the study of indigenous religions have changed and therefore this review maps the previous research and identifies areas of continued interest. 
Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) was the first anthropologist to develop an understanding of ‘animism’ and coined the term within his book Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom. Briefly, he surmised that animism was the first form of a primitive religion, which then evolved into polytheism, and later into what Tylor describes as the refined, educated monotheist religions of Christianity, Judaism and Islam. Within ‘On the Limits of Savage Religion’, Tylor reviewed research regarding primitive monotheism, and concluded that this was only evident in tribes where either there had been missionary influence, a misunderstanding resulting in a lesser deity being elevated to the status of a monotheist God, or a misinterpretation of language. 

Tylor’s approach was anthropomorphic, focussing on the assignment of souls and spirits to not only humans, but flora, fauna and objects. He concentrated on determining origin, which was a popular theme at the time. However, it is based on a Eurocentric worldview, where he uses the evidence provided by indigenous religion to back up his theories, which closely follow contemporarily dominate evolutionist theory. 
Within The Native Tribes of South-East Australia, A. W Howitt, Anthropologist, scrutinises Tylor’s theories. Howitt refers to notes from James Manning, who lived near to indigenous tribes and concluded that they believed in a Supreme Being prior to the involvement of missionaries in the area. 
Andrew Lang (1844 – 1912) wrote three books, Custom and Myth, Myth, Ritual and Religion and The Making of Religion, initially backing up Tylor’s claims, it is interesting to note that as further research was undertaken, his perspective changed and on publishing The Origins of Religion and Other Essays he challenged Tylor’s conclusion that incidences of primitive monotheism were only evident in tribes where there had been contact with etic influence, namely missionaries. It is no surprise that Tylor vehemently defended his dismissal of primitive monotheism. His research being focussed on determining origin, would, from his perspective, cease to be valid if primitive monotheism was confirmed.  It seems therefore that the Edwardian modus operandi was to establish a theory, then defend that theory, despite contrasting evidence, rather than a search for increased understanding of indigenous life, culture and religion. 
Tylor continued to be viewed as a predominant figure in the study of animism, as did his methods. This is evident in works by J. G. Frazer, The Golden Bough, and Baldwin Spencer and F. J. Gillen who wrote Native Tribes of Central Australia. Although within the latter publication, Spencer and Gillen included photographs and further information in an attempt to expand on previous theories. Nonetheless, research remained theory-centred, rather than people-centred. 

Much of the contact with indigenous people stemmed from missionary work, although contrary to popular belief, this influence was not always originating from Europe. Within Indigenous Peoples and Religious Change, Peggy Brock details how religious change often stemmed from within the societies themselves, yet this neglects to be address in much research. 

Meyer describes in Beyond Syncretism how missionaries had to ‘make use of existing terms which evoked concepts they possibly wanted to replace’ (Meyer, 2003, p.45). This suggests that indigenous tribes are passive victims, whereby the missionary is developing a syncretic strategy, without fully understanding the people or religions that they are in contact with. Therefore many of the people who came into contact with indigenous tribes had their own agendas and therefore a distorted perspective, limiting their understanding. 
Tylor recorded an incidence of a séance in 1872 in Notes on Spiritualism (within Stocking, 1971), where he was at a table which moved, although the details of how this happened are vague. Nonetheless, he remains dismissive at the possibility of this being due to supernatural influence, seeking a rationalist explanation. This directly contrasts the experience of Irving Hallowell in The Ojibwa of Berens River, Manitoba: Ethnography and History, where he describes a shaking tent ceremony without any kind of prejudice or judgement, recalling the supernatural presence during the ceremony with just as much fact as his own presence. 

This is typical of Hallowell’s research, which shows a definitive shift in the approach to indigenous studies. He spent time with the Ojibwe tribe in Canada, and not only found new meaning to the rituals that Tylor so readily dismissed, but was one of the first anthropologists to consider the indigenous perspective. Furthermore, when it came to sharing his findings with a Eurocentric audience, he put a great deal of effort into defining terms to ensure that there was minimal misinterpretation. Hallowell’s research, published as ‘Ojibwa Ontology, Behaviour and World View’ and, as previously mentioned, The Ojibwa of Berens River, resulted in a new understanding of animism as a relational ontology, now coined ‘new animism’. Hallowell’s approach was to engage with the Ojibwa, in order to further understanding and knowledge, and therefore was respectful and people-centred.
Continued research into animist tribes focusses on a people centred approach to the point where individual rituals are analysed to define their true meanings, and scholars such as Graham Harvey have dedicated entire books to certain aspects of indigenous culture and life, for example, Food, Sex and Strangers: Understanding Religion as Everyday Life. 
A multi-disciplinary approach is now used in order to further understand indigenous culture, focussing on a phenomenological approach, which collates evidence but does not then form judgement. It is widely accepted that the ability of academics to understand an indigenous world view that is so different from their own, with various language barriers and misinterpretations, is a serious challenge. 
On-going issues remain whereby, because of challenges in understanding, modern academics tend to view indigenous tribes as passive victims of change. James L Cox identifies his theory of intentional hybridity within his book The Invention of God in Indigenous Societies, which provides a transformative perspective on indigenous etic interactions. Cox argues that it is not only the missionaries who approach contact with indigenous tribes with an agenda, but that indigenous people take an active role in any religious change, shaping the religion that they adapt so it appears ‘westernised’ but is in fact more indigenous once scrutinised. 
This stance is reiterated by Mathias Guenther, Anthropologist, who within ‘Discussion: The Concept of Indigeneity’ describes how important cultural identity is to the African San, or Bushmen. They are politically active, self representing their claims to first people status, and for them ‘culture is a device and a strategy used consciously… to gain recognition in the wider society’ (Guenther, 2006, p.17-18).  There are increasing incidences of tribes working together with communities in order to preserve their own heritage, such as in the case of the Mi’kmaq of Newfoundland.
From an academic perspective, the issues of misinterpretation and the language barrier that plagued early anthropologists are less of an issue for modern scholars. There are self-representing tribal websites where the emic perspective can be communicated in such a way that there is less room for misinterpretation. Religion is of course also fluid, taking influence from many sources, and therefore the indigenous religions of old are not prevalent today in the same form. It is also important to bear in mind that animist culture is far reaching, and therefore experiences will vary across tribes. 
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