2

Graham Harvey, Animism: Respecting the Living World (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), pp. xivv + 248, $28.50 (pbk), ISBN 0-231-13701-X.

Of all scholars currently engaged in discussions of non-global religions, the spiritualities of indigenous peoples, and the revitalization of ancient traditions, Graham Harvey has been one of the most prolific and stimulating leaders. Over the past decade, he has edited various readers on Indigenous Religions (2000, 2002), Shamanism (2003), Ritual and Religious Belief (2005), Contemporary Paganism (1997), and with Charles Thompson Indigenous Diasporas and Dislocations (2005). He has founded a series of volumes by the Ashgate Press on the ‘Vitality of Indigenous Religions’, which has just published Native Christians, edited by Aparecida Vilaça and myself (2009). For those interested in the diversity of his ideas, he has a website www.grahamharvey.org.uk, and the website www.animism.org.uk is a companion to his book Animism: Respecting the Living World (2006). One could easily say that Harvey has become an important leader in a global movement to change the relationships humans have with the living world, and that the nexus of his production is toward a greater respect amongst all living beings.
The original meaning of the term ‘Animism’ referred to a religious belief, said to be held by indigenous peoples of the world, that natural objects and beings, both animate and inanimate, possess mental and spiritual faculties and powers. This definition is attributed to E.B. Tylor, anthropologist and historian of religions, who like most evolutionists of the 19th century, sought to find elementary forms of religious life in humanity’s so-called ‘living ancestors’. Years of scholarly debate and critique revealed the serious colonialist underpinnings of this search and hence the term was for a long time out of favor and abandoned by some. Harvey nevertheless traces a continuity of ideas running through various disciplines (philosophy, ethology, child psychology, folklore studies) that ultimately led to a revised understanding of the term. Curiously, though, he does not mention Levi-Strauss, whose explorations of the ‘human spirit’ certainly contributed to keeping the idea of the structures of human thought alive and hence influenced debates over indigenous ontologies, epistemologies, or ‘modes of thought’. Nor does he discuss, in the context of post-colonialist and post-modern ethnology, Philippe Descola who, arguably more than any other ethnologist, revived the term ‘animism’ in an important way as a result of his work with the Achuar peoples of Ecuador. Descola (and other ethnologists working in South America, such as Arhem among the Makuna of Colombia) observed that the Achuar formed adoptive relations of kinship with many natural beings, including plants and animals, and considered them to have subjectivity, intelligence, emotions, and abilities to communicate.
The ‘New Animism’ elaborated by Harvey and others thus proposes that humans participate in a subjective ‘pan-spiritism’ that involves all living and even – to the Western mind – non-living beings such as stones and the deceased. Furthermore, there is a kind of meta-communication that is possible amongst beings of different species. This meta-communication consists of different powers of subjectivity and mentality possessed by all species and even spirits of the dead. These powers make possible communication by humans with natural entities independent of human culture. This universal ‘pan-spiritism’ is as natural as the distinct bodily forms of the different species that share in it. Thus, ‘nature’ consists of different bodily forms, but ‘spirit’ (anima) is universal and homogeneous. All beings share in it, despite the differences in bodily forms; and no natural being is excluded from it, that is, no natural being is excluded from participation in the cultural domain with human beings. Spirit is the common denominator of all natural beings.
With this new version of animism, the ground has been broken for advancing knowledge on many fronts with other disciplines, although ethnology continues to be the principal source of many lively debates over the source, form and content of this common spirit, the relation of spirit and bodiliness, the relation of bodiliness and subjective perspectives, and a series of other questions that are relevant not only to understanding non-Western ways of thinking and believing, but also to re-animating thought in the post-modern ‘Western’ world. That is, animistic or relational ontologies encountered in non-Western settings pose a profound challenge to Western knowledge production, to the extent of announcing the end of Cartesian objectivism. In the end, the question is why different peoples tend to deal with subject/object, or culture/nature relations in such different ways – animism, fetishism, or objectivism. 
Harvey’s book engages indigenous and environmentalist spiritualities in which people celebrate relationships with significant other-than-human beings. Harvey goes beyond philosophical/ethnological discussions to address the religious worldviews and lifeways of human communities for which it is important to teach and live respectfully within the wider community of ‘persons’. Part II of the book consists of a series of case-studies of animists – three indigenous groups and one eco-pagan activist group, the Circle Community, a bioregional community whose goal is not to regain harmony amongst all living components of the community but to live a process working toward a new relationship amongst all who live. A series of issues that arise among animists of the four communities are considered, e.g., how and when do they distinguish between putative animate persons and inanimate objects? What role do deities, tricksters, shamans, cannibals, and totems have in these religious traditions and relationships?
Throughout Part III, Harvey supports his arguments abundantly with citations from the Brazilian ethnologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, whose elaboration of the ‘perspectivist’ theory is not only a creative post-structuralist development, but is itself developing a school through the website AmaZone. ‘The Jaguar and Difference’, an ongoing dialogue amongst perspectivists which, despite some similarities it bears with animism, is still grounded on a dichotomy of nature and culture: based on the premise that all living beings share in the same culture, what differentiates one natural species from another is their bodies, their 'natural form', which translates into multiple perspectives about the perceived world.  
Part IV is dedicated to thinking through ‘contemporary challenges’ of animist discourse as in the meanings of environmentalisms, new forms of consciousness, and a wide range of types of personalist philosophies. Again, Harvey points to possible new lines of engagement between animist discourses and those of academic disciplines seeking to understand consciousness. The objective is to point to ways out of the traps into which Western Cartesian solipsism has cornered itself, and to map out the free-flowing nature of the animist person, that defies boundedness or reductions into oppositions, as in the shamanic journey for example.
Finally, Harvey concludes on an expectably positive note that the new animism offers the hope of a ‘good life’, which begins with the ‘respectful acknowledgement of the presence of persons human and other-than-humans, who make up the community of life’ (p. 212). The great challenges, of course, are how the dialogical relationships, so long covered by the cloak of Cartesian rationality, can tap into the deep roots of relationality which are part of all living beings’ possibilities; and how these relationships might re-open the meta-communication that has for so long been closed off by an iron cage. For this to take place requires deep re-learning, re-socializing the children of the Western world and whomever Cartesian rationality has impacted to the sensitivity of relationalist animism.
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