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Image, Caroline Bittermann, „Jardins d’amis - CAGN (/Xon/“Oa !Amace)“, 2020/21, 60 x 42 cm, Acrylic on wood 
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RINGVORLESUNG SOSE 2021, „Wirklich handeln. Den Klimanotstand als Epochenwandel gestalten / Get going.  
Exploring ways through the climate disaster“, organized by Studium Generale and KLIMA AG, UdK Berlin 

„ANIMISM: THE BLIND SPOT IN CLIMATE DISASTER“ - Lecture by Caroline Bittermann  

New Animism 

„While in Valladolid theologians were arguing about whether the Indians had a soul at all, on the other side of the 
Atlantic, the Indians were experimenting on conquistadors, drowning them to see if they would decompose - a good 
way to find out if they really had a body; for that they possessed a soul, there was no question in the mind of (the 
Indians)." Thus a well-known anthropological anecdote, retold by Bruno Latour in his catalog contribution to an 
exhibition entitled „Animism". 
  
The quote "Animism is the blind spot of modernity" stems from this exhibition, which was shown at the „Haus der 
Kulturen der Welt“ in Berlin in 2012 co-curated by Anselm Franke and it leads into the title of my talk with an update 
that brings it to a head: the climate emergency. In his introductory text at that time Anselm Franke describes the 
term "animism" as a counter-concept to modernity that unites diverse, primarily indigenous cultural practices, all of 
which lie outside the official Western knowledge empire. In the preceding years, the term had aroused increased 
interest in the West because it represented the "most radical counter-image to the western modern worldview, 
whose dualistic conception was based on a categorical subject-object separation"which was now visibly questioned 
in its claim to sole validity.  
  
The term "animism" was coined by the 17th-century Berlin protovitalist Georg Ernst Stahl to describe a religious 
preliminary stage, then in the 19th century it was taken up by the British anthropologist Edward B. Tylor and - 
reduced to the definition of a "belief in spirit beings" - officially introduced as an expression of a retarded, 
uncivilized state of nature. Thus it served for the scientific justification of the constantly increasing colonialist  
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encroachments of Europe, especially on Africa, for the violent resource extraction. Just as at the height of 
colonialism it became the task of science to prove the mental and evolutionary inferiority of the colonized, mostly 
dark-skinned peoples through its physiognomic research and the associated introduction of the concept of racism, at 
the same time, "animism" was declared the overarching concept under which all cultural practices were degraded as 
primitive and irrational, which were practiced without a categorical separation of nature and culture, which perceived 
the entire cosmos as animate, or in which objects as well as nature were quasi-subjectified. 
  
As a globally consistent feature of the "New Animism", Philippe Descola describes in his 2005 book "Beyond Nature 
and Culture", that "humans ascribe to some non-humans an interiority identical to their own. This disposition 
humanizes plants and especially animals, since the soul they are provided with not only allows them to behave 
according to social norms and ethical rules, but also to establish communication relations with the latter as well as 
among themselves. The similarity of the interiorities allows, therefore, an extension of the state of "culture" to the 
non-humans with all the attributes, that this implies, from intersubjectivity, to the mastery of techniques, to ritualized 
behaviors and the observance of conventions." So basically, it can be stated that  in "animism" humans and non-
humans are not distinguished from each other by their souls, but by their bodies. 

In "Cannibal Metaphysics," Eduardo Veveiros de Castro develops a "metaphysics of becoming." This requires a 
decolonization of Western thought, in order to devote its most vivid part to the demonstration of cosmologies that 
do not know the division of nature and culture, and whose relations with non-humans are based on trust and respect 
and not on domination and exploitation. It opposes the arrogant autocracy with which the Western knowledge 
empire holds the world's knowledge production, with the conceited right to exclude non-Western models of world 
explanation and all non-human beings. The west pays homage to a "modern cult of the fact-gods" and "believes as 
the only one to know a dead sure system" - scientifically as well as economically - "with which it can constantly win, 
while it may have lost everything. This claim to sole dominance could be infiltrated with an „Animistic Counter-
Knowledge“, which now, since the indigenous practices in particular are in the process of dwindling, are understood 
as "precious learning models for survival in the future."  It is necessary to "set a new course for a reset of 
modernity," at least according to Bruno Latour. 
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Now, however, it is no longer a matter of merely naming the differences between "animism" and "modernity", as it 
was 10 years ago, now it is a matter of taking seriously the acceleration of ecological disasters in their true extent. 
From this point of view, "animism" still has to be understood as a "blind spot" in the westernized power structure. 
For in relation to the ruling economic system with its sustainability fairy tales camouflaged as green deals, which is 
gagging politics with aggressive lobbying, the influence of the people representing "animism" is subliminally 
effective, in the global power context however, it is still in a „David's position". Although it is conveyed by a situated 
theory of science, by quite a few ecologically well founded counter models and the intervention of activist artists of 
all disciplines as an ensemble of cultural strategies, which, among others, are experiencing an increasingly positive 
interpretation due to the threat of climate catastrophes, the official discourse is still concerned with ridding 
knowledge of impurities, maintaining the "objective" view at all costs, and remaining faithful to the "Project 
Enlightenment" with its parameters oriented exclusively to the forces of reason and profit maximization, which 
entails abuse of power and, above all, climate injustice on a grand scale.  

"Animism" grants much-needed inspiration and offers solutions that could help stop the globally effective, 
destructive impacts of traditional Western thinking. This thinking has been instrumental in producing the reality, now 
confirmed by geologists, of the Earth Age known as the "Anthropocene." Belief in progress and the officially 
proclaimed inevitability of the linearity of economic growth developments are the basis of the capitalist system that 
has given us the inscription in the sedimentary layer of the Earth with a clearly recognizable "plastic strip."  

"Animism" could become the rescue authority in the climate emergency that fueled our ecological capabilities by 
realizing that the only border that seriously should be defended by all and everyone is the outermost edge of the 
biosphere. "Intuition, feeling, and the experience of connectedness" with all other intra-biosphere beings can help 
us experience ourselves as an integral part of the terrestrial fabric. All actors of the world events like clouds, oceans, 
rocks, plants, animals, microorganisms, but also we humans are interwoven in it. However, the awareness must be 
awakened in many more westernized people that we all share this living planet equally immersively, whether we 
want to or not. Real sharing in all living communities as a central action is therefore our way out. 
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Image, Caroline Bittermann/Bernard Giglio, „Through the Tear“, Documentary, 65’, 2021, (Filmstill with the SAN community in Grashoek, Kalahari Desert,  

Namibia looking at photos of the garden-folly„Jardins d’amis - Gate in Ruin (SAN)“, since 2012, Nirox Foundation, Cradle of Humankind, South Africa) 
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The Gate in Ruin (SAN)/Through the Tear 

Another boundary shift, which could enable knowledge in the future not only in the cognitive sense, is "artistic 
research". This is also the context of my long-term research, which, among other things, pursues the question of 
"animistic" experiences of the world from human-historical references to nature. I will now show you a version of the 
documentary film "Through the Tear", edited especially for today's event, which was written by the filmmaker 
Bernard Giglio in collaboration with me during the last years and which is now almost finished.   

In 2011 I was invited to the so-called "Cradle of Humankind" near Johannesburg, in South Africa, to realize a garden 
architecture for the permanent collection of the Nirox Foundation Sculpture Park. The film takes a look at this garden 
architecture entitled "The Gate in Ruin". It is dedicated to the SAN people, who are believed to carry the oldest 
DNA of the human species and whose ancestors have lived as an indigenous people in southern Africa since deep 
time. In a dialogue between art and science, the film questions the significance of the SAN for human history, but in 
particular for us today, as they are in many ways at the center of the blind spot mentioned in the title of this lecture, 
and thus at the center of the new "animism discourse" in which they occupy a special role. 

Their culture has been almost completely wiped out due to assimilation, displacement and genocide since the arrival 
of black African pastoralist tribes from the north and white settlers at the Cape of Good Hope. In South Africa/
Namibia/Botswana/Angola, approximately 100,000 people still exist who call themselves „SAN“ and live under very 
different conditions in the respective countries, but are everywhere affected by land and language loss, poverty and 
alcoholism. Although their genetic origin and their traditional culture is scientifically researched as hardly any other 
hunter-gatherer people, the western world barely takes notice of the importance of the SAN as our genetic origin 
and the disappearance of their culture is forced to acquiesce, because mostly only anthropologists and tourists listen 
to them. 
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What moved me to the artistic work "The Gate in Ruin (SAN)" is a kind of self-imposed memory mission. Therefore I 
have inscribed the name of the SAN architecturally in the soil of the South African foundation. Since then I have 
investigated also with other media, what important, life-sustaining things from our past they have to share with us, as 
a (former) hunter-gatherer people and as the oldest genetic phenomenon on the Homo Sapiens horizon. They 
inform us about our origin in a fenceless world and remind us of what we were once capable of in order to 
successfully adapt to the surrounding landscapes as an inseparable part of it over a long period of time. 

The painted portraits that were on display during the lecture (see the first image above) depict people from two 
different SAN communities in Grashoek and Tsumkwe in the Kalahari Desert in Namibia that allowed me to portray 
them. They were created partly during my travels through southern Africa and partly during the lockdown in recent 
months. The portraits are an expression of my belief, that keeping the SAN visible is a form of solidarity with their 
cultural struggle for survival. 

 
(In the "What-If...Scenario" added below, I pose some questions for a better understanding of the actuality  
and potential of the hunter-gatherer culture of the SAN, to enrich the discussion started after my presentation, and 
to help work through this lecture....) 
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    Image, Caroline Bittermann, „Jardins d’amis - Gate in Ruin (SAN)/What-If…Scenario“, 2021 digital photo/graphic 
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