ANIMISM
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Animists use totem poles represent legends, clans or events
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Animism is religion in which people treat everything with respect as living persons or beings, for example rocks, plants such as trees, animals, deceased ancestors, items such as bows and arrows.   These are all believed to be personalized supernatural beings, spirits or souls.  Some animists also believe that certain animals were their ancestors or that the souls of their ancestors now dwell in animals.  

Animism is still much practiced in parts of Africa, South America, and some islands of the Pacific and Indian oceans.  

Originally Native Americans in North America were also commonly animists, and indeed some still are, although most are now Christians.  
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Thor, one of the Norse gods figuring in polytheistic religion, using a hammer for thunder
Animism is different from polytheism in which spirits or many gods are much more clearly personified, meaning considered as persons.  For example to an animist thunder is the thunder spirit or god, but to a polytheist thunder may be part of the personification of a god such as the ancient Norwegian god Thor who was said to sometimes hurl thunder bolts. 

Polytheism is more involved than animism.  Therefore, whether correct or not, the general tendency is to assume that animism is the older “simpler” belief system or religion.  
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Some early Christian missionaries among Native Americans back when most native peoples were still animists assumed that totem poles were objects of worship or idols, but later missionaries noticed that the poles represented legends, clans or events but were not worshipped.  Animism, as also true of polytheism and other forms of religion, can be peaceful or it can sometimes be accompanied by sacrifice or the ritualistic killing of animals or even humans.  
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