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<_ Ask the Chatbot a Question>
Animism is the belief that objects, places, and creatures a Animism, belief in innumerable
possess a distinct spiritual essence. Animism perceives al spiritual beings concerned with
things—animals, plants, rocks, rivers, weather systems, human affairs and capable of
human handiwork, and in some cases words—as being helping or harming human
animated, having agency and free will. Wikipedia interests. Animistic beliefs were

Edward Burnett Tylor Edward Burnett
Tylor, detail of a chalk drawing by George

Edward Burnett Tyl or in his work Bonavia, 1860; in the National Portrai..(more)

first competently surveyed by Sir

Primitive Culture (1871), to which
is owed the continued currency of the term. While none of the major
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“Animism” revisited: personhood, environment, and relational epistemology

N Bird-David
Current anthropology 40 (S1), S67-591
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“Animism’’ Revisited

Personhood, Environment, and
Relational Epistemology!

by Nurit Bird-David

“Animism® is projected in the literature as simple religion and a
failed cpistemology, to a large extent because it has hitherto

been viewed from modernist perspectives. paper prev
theories, from classical to recent, are critiqued. An ethnogra

attention to local constructions of a relational personhood a—xd o
irs wi of the environme:

A retormulatitn of their as a relati is
offered

mumiT Bimn-mAvio is Senior Leeturer in Social Anthropology at
the University of Haifa [Mount Carmel, Haifa 375

Fe
Tow at Cambridge and a lecturer at Tel Aviv University. ber pub-
lications include “The Giving Epvirommen: [CUBRENT ANTHRO-
31:289-06), ”Beynnc_ “The Original Affluent Socicty’: A
Clilturalist Reformulation” [CURKENT ANTHROPOLOGY 332 5—47),
“Hunter-Gatherers’ Kinship Organization: Implicit Roles and
Rules,” in lntelligence and Interaction, edived by E. Goody [Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Fress, 1995
Cultural-Economic nmm ver \Imtetnational Soctal qmsnce
Journal 154:a63—75]. Th er was submitted g
At accepied § w7, the Bnal version reached the Editors oefice
16198,

z. I am indebted to Ingrid Jords for her penctrating imsights and
commentary. T thank Tim Ingold for instoxctiv

which wall awaa: follow-up work. 1 scknowledse with pleasuze
comments on earlier drafts gencrously Appl
baum, Debbi Barnstein, Eva Llous, Steve Kaplan, Yoram Carnteli,
Nira Reiss, and Zvi Sobel

Wi there are Nayaka, there are also devaru, for
Nayaka want to have them and always find then.
KARRIYEN

The concept of animism, which E. B. Tylor developed
in his 1871 masterwork Primitive Culrure, is one of an-
thropology’s earliest concepts, if not the first.> The in-
tellectual genealogy of central debates in the field goes
baclk to it. Anthropology rextbooks continue to intro-
duce it as 2 basic notion, for example, as ““the belief that
inside ordinary visible, tangible bodies there is nor-
mally invisible, normatly intangible being: the soul . . .
cach culture h..\vln,g] its own distinctive amimistic be-
ings and its own specific elaboration of the soul con-
cept’ (Harris 1983:186). Encyclopedias of anthropology
commonly present it, for instance, as “'religious belicfs
involving the attribution of life or divinity to such natu-
ral phenomena as trees, thunder, or celestial bodies™
(Hunter and Whitten 1976:12). The notion is widely
employed within the general language of ethnology
(e.g., Sahlins 1972:166, 180; Gudeman 1986:44; Descola
1906:88) and has become important in other academic
disciplines as well, especially in studies of religion (as
belief in spirit-beings} and in developmental psychology
(referring to children’s tendency to consider things as
living and conscious). Moreover, the word has become
a part of the general English vocabulary and is used in
everyday conversations and in the popular media. It ap-
pears in many dictionaries, including such elementary
ones as the compact school and oifice edition of Web-
ster’s New World Dictionary (1989), which defines it as
“the belief that all life is produced by a spiritual force,
or that all natural phenomena have souls.” It is found
in mainstream compendia such as the Dictionary of the
Social Sciences (Gould and Kolb 1965), which sums it
up as “the belief in the existence of a separable soul-
entity, potentially distinet and apart from any concrete
emhbodiment in a living individual or material organ-
ism."” The term is presented in dictionaries of the oc-
cult: the Eneyclopedia of Ghosts and Spirits |Guilei
1992), for example, defines it as “‘the system of beliefs
about souls and spirits typically found in tribal socie-
ties,’’ and the Dictionary of Mysticism and the Occult
(Drury 1985} defines it as “‘the belicf, common among
many pre-literate societies, that trees, mountains, riv-
ers and other natural formations possess an animating
power or spirit.”

Amazingly, the century-old Tylorian concept appears
in all these diverse sources (popular and academic, gen-
eral and specific) revised little if at all. Animism, a
Toth-century representation of an ethnographically re-
searchable practice particularly conspicucus among in-
digenous peoples but by no means limited to them, is
depicted by them all as an “object” in-the-world. The
survival of the Tylorian m is be-

2. Primitive culture led Tylor to an appointment as Reader in An-
thropology in Oxford University, the first such position in the aca-
demic world [Preus 1987:13

s67






“the snake likes to live in
termite mounds and often when
he comes out the mongoose
comes, catches the snake and
eats it.”
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Miles Richardson. 2023. Reconnection: Fixing our broken relationship with nature
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