THINKING POINT: |n 1932, Leonard Howell returned to his na-
tive Jamaica from a time spent working for the U.S. Army. Once
there, he had a prophetic revelation. He declared that the 1930
coronation of Ras (Duke) Tafari as Emperor Haile Selassie | of
Ethiopia fulfilled biblical prophecies. Haile Selassie was the

messiah and the hope of freedom for all black people.

—|[See pages 308-309 for details.|




{chapter 13}

Religion

|
|
|

CHAPTER OUTLINE

What Religion Does in Society

Searching for Order and Meaning

Reducing Anxiety and Increasing Control
Reinforcing or Modifying the Social Order
Characteristics of Religion
ANTHROPOLOGY MAKES A DIFFERENCE: Religion and Fertility
Stories, Sacred Narratives, and Myths

Symbols and Symbolism

Supernatural Beings, Powers, States, and Qualities
Rituals and Ways of Addressing the Supernatural
The Power of the Liminal

Rites of Passage

Rites of Intensification

Prayer

Sacrifice

Magic

Divination

Religious Practitioners

Shamans

Priests

Witches and Sorcerers

Religion and Change

Varieties of Religious Prophesy

Religious Change in Native North America

ETHNOGRAPHY: The Rastafari: Religion and Resistance to
Domination

Fundamentalism and Religious Change

The Global and the Local: The Globalization of Religion in America

In Trinidad, before harvesting, farmers make sacrifices to the
di, the spirits of the first owners of their fields. They believe that
failure to do so will result in a poor harvest. Because many fields
are owned by absentee landlords, they also set aside a portion
of the harvest to pay rent. Most people from industrialized so-
cieties would say that sacrifices to the di are supernatural and
rent payments are part of the natural world. But is it really so
simple? After all, as anthropologist Morton Klass (1995) points
out, the farmer may have never seen a di or the landlord. He
knows of people who have been evicted because they failed to
pay the rent, but he also knows people whose crops have failed
when they did not sacrifice to the di. Some people say that the
di do not really exist, but others say that landlords really do not
exist and everyone has a right to the land they live on and work.
If we assume that the payments the farmer makes to the di are
part of religion and those he makes to the landlord have noth-
ing to do with religion, we seem to miss something essential.

All societies have spiritual beliefs and practices and an-
thropologists generally refer to these as religion; yet as Klass's
example of the di and the landlord suggests, because not all so-
cieties distinguish between the natural and supernatural the way
most Americans do, defining religion is surprisingly difficult. It is
unlikely that any single belief is shared by all the world’s people.
Differences vary from issues as grand as the nature of life itself
(whether we live once, as the Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition
teaches, or repeatedly, as the Hindu and Buddhist traditions
teach) to issues as specific as sexual relations between men (dis-
couraged by the Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition but compulsory
among the Sambia of Papua New Guinea [Herdt 1987]).

Despite the bewildering variety of religious beliefs and
practices, in every society there is something that anthropolo-

gists (though not necessarily the members of the society)
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identify as religion. It is very difficult to formulate a concise definition of religion, but
all religions share at least six common characteristics. First, religions are composed
of stories that members believe are important. Second, religions make extensive use
of symbols and symbolism. Third, religions propose the existence of beings, powers,
states, places, and qualities that cannot be measured by any agreed upon scientific
means—they are nonempirical. Fourth, religions include rituals and specific means
of addressing the supernatural. Fifth, in all societies there are individuals who are par-
ticularly expert in the practice of religion. And, lastly, like other aspects of culture, all
religions are subject to change.

In the 19th and early 20th centuries, many anthropologists were concerned with
trying to find the origin of religion and trace its development. E. B. Tylor, one of the
founders of anthropology, saw religion as beginning with animism, the notion that all
objects (living and nonliving) are imbued with spirit, and evolving through polythe-
ism to monotheism. Tylor and many of his contemporaries believed the evolution of
religion was part of the more general human progression toward logic and rationality.
This view of religion has long been discredited; no religion is any more or less logical
than any other and none is more evolved than another. Although some anthropologists
today still puzzle over the origins of religion, most are more concerned with the ways
in which it operates in societies and ways in which it creates meaning in human life.
In this chapter, we will briefly discuss some of the things that religion does in society
and then turn to a more thorough examination of each of the six points enumerated

above.

Even in desperate situations, in which
all hope and reason seem gone, humans
strive to find meaning and survive bet-
ter when they do find it.

For example, psychologist Victor
Frankl, a survivor of the Nazi death
camps, found that those whose lives re-
tained meaning, even in those camps,
were more likely to retain their sanity
and to survive than those whose lives
lose meaning. Frankl came to believe
that taking responsibility for finding
meaning under all circumstances was a
central task of life (1962:113).

Although there are many possible
ways to give one’s life meaning, histori-
cally and cross-culturally, religion is the
principal means that people have used.
In a sense, religions are symbolic im-
ages of reality that serve as a framework
for interpreting events and experiences.
Through religion, humans impose order
and meaning on their world and often
gain the feeling that they have some
measure of control over it.

Although there is no single ques-
tion answered by every religion, belief
systems all provide responses to some

What Religion Does in Society

Religion has many functions in a society. It may provide
meaning and order in people’s lives. It may reduce social
anxiety and give people a sense of control over their des-
tinies. It may promote and reinforce the status quo. But
it does not always do these things. In some cases religion
may make people profoundly disquiet or fearful. It may
be an important force resisting the status quo and it
may catalyze radical politics and, on occasion, murderous
violence.

From a purely materialist, objective point of view, the
world appears to lack any purpose or meaning. However,
human beings seem ill suited to live in such a world.

religion A social institution characterized by sacred stories; symbols
and symbolism; the proposed existence of immeasurable beings, pow-
ers, states, places, and qualities; rituals and means of addressing the
supernatural; specific practitioners; and change.

animism The notion that all objects, living and nonliving, are imbued
with spirits.

cosmology A system of beliefs that deals with fundamental questions
in the religious and social order.
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of the central concerns of their believers. A key way they
do so is by explaining aspects of the physical and social
environment. Religions provide cosmologies—sets of
principles or beliefs about the nature of life and death,
the creation of the universe, the origin of society, the re-
lationship of individuals and groups to one another, and
the relation of humankind to nature. Such cosmologies
give meaning to the lives of believers.

© Associated Press
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By defining the place of the individual in society and
through the establishment of moral codes, religions pro-
vide people with a sense of personal identity, belonging,
and meaning. When people suffer a profound personal
loss or when life loses meaning because of radically
changed circumstances, religion can supply a new iden-
tity and become the basis for personal and cultural
survival.

All of the above may sound like religion is a force for
peace and tranquility, and indeed, often it is. However,
this is clearly not always the case. Beliefs give meaning to
people’s lives in a wide variety of ways. Sometimes these
involve denying the physical reality or importance of the
material world, even to the point of suicidal individual or
group action (as in the cases of Jonestown, Heaven’s Gate,
the Branch Davidians, and many other groups). Some-
times models of meaning include unspeakable violence
practiced on other peoples. Sometimes meaning is found
in oppressing others or murdering them. The meanings
that religion creates can be a chaotic wilderness of vio-
lence and destruction.

Reducir

sing Control

Many religious practices are aimed at ensuring success in
human activities. Prayers, sacrifice, and magic are used in
the hope that they will aid a particular person or com-
munity. Rituals are performed to call on supernatural
beings and to control forces that appear to be unpredict-
able. Although such practices are widespread, their pres-
ence is usually related to risk. The less predictable an
outcome is, the greater likelihood prayer, magic, and sac-
rifice will be used. For example, if you have studied for a
test and know the material well, you are unlikely to
spend much time praying for success. You are more
likely to pray if you have not studied, and you may even
bring your lucky pencil or another charm to the test.

Prayer and magic are prevalent in sports and games
of chance. Anthropologist and former minor league ball
player George Gmelch (2000) notes that professional
baseball players are likely to use magic for the least pre-
dictable aspects of the game, hitting and pitching. Field-
ing has little uncertainty, and few magical practices are
connected with it.

The efficacy of prayer and magic has never been
demonstrated by convincing scientific experiments (see
Flamm 2002, Tessman and Tessman 2000). Despite this,
prayer and magic can be effective in achieving results
indirectly. They may alter the emotional state of those
who practice them (or whom they are practiced upon),
reducing or increasing their anxiety and perhaps creat-
ing other psychological states as well. In many cultures
worldwide, much of prayer and magic concerns curing
disease or creating it in others. There is surely a strong
connection between our psychological and physiological
states but it is poorly understood.

inforcing or Modifying

Order

Religion is closely connected with the survival of soci-
ety and generally works to preserve the social order.
Through religion, beliefs about good and evil are rein-
forced by supernatural means of social control. Sacred
stories and rituals provide a rationale for the present
social order and give social values sacred authority. Re-
ligious ritual also intensifies social solidarity by creat-
ing an atmosphere in which people experience their
common identity in emotionally moving ways. Finally,
religion is an important educational institution, incul-
cating the values and understandings central to the
culture. Initiation rites, for example, almost always in-
clude transmission of information about cultural prac-
tices and tradition.

In reinforcing the social order, religion generally
serves the interests of the powerful. However, religion
may serve the powerless as well. At times, religion pro-
vides an escape from a grim political reality. Through the
religious belief in a glorious future or the coming of a
savior, powerless people who live in harsh and deprived
circumstances can create an illusion of power. Under
such conditions, religion provides an outlet for frustra-
tion, resentment, and anger. It can serve to drain off en-
ergy that might otherwise be turned against the social
system. In this way, religion contributes indirectly to
maintaining the social order.

Although in most times, religion is a conservative
force, validating and reinforcing the historical conditions
and beliefs of society, it can, under some circumstances,
be a catalyst for social change. When the image of the
social order that a religion presents fails to correspond to
the daily experience of its followers, prophets may emerge
who create new religious ideas or call for a purification
of existing practices. Sometimes prophecies encourage
people to invest themselves in purely magical practices
that have little real effect on the social order. At other
times, however, prophets call on their followers to pursue
their goals through political or military means, which
may result in rapid social change. The American civil
rights movement, the Iranian revolution, the rise of the
Taliban government in Afghanistan, and the conflict be-
tween Pakistan and India over the state of Kashmir are
all examples of social movements in which religion has
played a critical role.

Characteristics of Religion

Anthropologists may attempt to analyze what religion
does in a society. However, members of the society do not
experience religion in these terms. They experience it
through their beliefs and practices.
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Religion and Fertility

Most preindustrial and industrializing soci-
eties have very high rates of population
growth. For example, in many African na-
tions, women have, on the average, be-
tween six and seven children each.

In wealthier countries such as Canada,
Italy, and Spain, the rate is between one
and two children per woman. This shift
from high to low rates of fertility is known
as the “demographic transition.” Because
high levels of population growth are often
linked to poverty, land scarcity, migration,
and the loss of culture, anthropologists,
economists, and experts on international
poverty have been extremely concerned
with the demographic transition.

Some experts believe that a basic under-
standing of mathematics is part of the de-
mographic transition. They argue that in
many societies, people simply do not think
about numbers and therefore have few no-
tions about the size of their families, how
many children the average woman has, or

how many children they desire. Because
they do not count, they do not believe they
have any control over these factors. If these
beliefs are correct, the first step to limiting
population growth is to teach people to
count their children and understand that
they can decide on the number of children
they want. For example, Etienne van de
Walle, a past president of the Population
Association of America, has argued that
numeracy about children is central to pop-
ulation control and that “A fertility decline
is not very far away when people start con-
ceptualizing their family size, and it cannot
take place without such conceptualizing”
(1992:501).

Anthropologist Sarah Castle, on the
other hand, argues that the idea that peo-
ple do not count their children is often
based on a failure to understand that state-
ments people make about fertility and fam-
ily size are often based on religious ideas.
Castle found that among the Fulani, a herd-

ing and farming society in Mali, West Africa,
women rarely give numeric answers when
asked how many children they want, fre-
quently answering that it is “up to God.”
They do not count their children, or even
point at them to confirm that they are
theirs. Not only that, but they seem to
show a lack of regard for their children,
describing them as “not at all nice,” “ugly,”
or “useless.” Children are sometimes
dressed in rags and straw; bits of broken
gourd are woven into their hair. Mothers
often appear indifferent to their fate, seem-
ing not to care when their children are sick
and grieving little if they die. Given these
observations, it is easy for outsiders to
conclude that Fulani do not care deeply for
their children and take an extremely fatalis-
tic view of them, believing that whether or
not they have children, the number of their
children and their survival rate are matters
strictly in God’s hands.

Al

Narrati

At a fundamental level, all religions consist of a series of
stories told by members of a group. Sacred narratives are
powerful ways of communicating religious ideas. These
narratives are not merely explanatory stories of the cos-
mos, but sometimes have a sacred power in themselves.
This power is evoked when they are told or acted out.
Sacred narratives may recall historic events, although
these are often clothed in poetic and sometimes esoteric
language. Anthropologists study the meanings and struc-
ture of these narratives.

Sacred stories or narratives are often called myths,
but this is problematic. In some ways it is appropriate to
use the term myth. When we think of myth, we think of
stories of great deeds, explanations of origins of people,

sacred narratives Stories held to be holy and true by members of a re-
ligious tradition.

myths Sacred stories or narratives.
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the world, or particular practices in it; stories of heroes
such as Athena or Hercules; stories where time is com-
pressed or expanded and reality is composed of many
levels. These are indeed characteristics of religious sto-
ries. However, it is also true we use the word myth to
denote a false belief, or a religious belief we do not share.
Thus, we are likely to claim that our own religion is com-
posed of history and sacred story, but other people have
myths. For example, we may say that Christians, Jews,
and Muslims have Bible stories, but Native Americans
have myths. Clearly, we should apply the same terminol-
ogy to others’ religious beliefs that we apply to our own.

By explaining that things came to be the way they
are through the activities of sacred beings, sacred narra-
tives validate or legitimize beliefs, values, and customs,
particularly those having to do with ethical relations. As
Bronislaw Malinowski pointed out, there is an intimate
connection between the sacred tales of a society and its
ritual acts, moral deeds, and social organization. These
stories are not merely idle tales, wrote Malinowski, “but
a hard-worked active force; the function of myth, briefly,
is to strengthen tradition and endow it with a greater




Castle argues, however, that under-
standing the statements and actions of
Fulani parents requires knowledge of their
belief system. Fulani actions do not indi-
cate an inability to count children or a lack
of caring for them, but their reverse. Under-
standing Fulani beliefs about the supernat-
ural world and beliefs about proper con-
duct is critical to analyzing their behavior.

The Fulani believe many aspects of the
supernatural world are dangerous. There
are sorcerers who inhabit human forms
and those who are invisible or take animal
shape. There are other spirits that are hos-
tile to humankind. Critically, these sorcerers
and spirits attack anything present in ex-
cess. As a result, it is very important that
children (and other things as well) not be
counted. For counting may show excess
and draw the attention of spirits and sor-
cerers. Counting one's children or saying
that one wants a certain number may cause
the spirit world to reclaim them or prevent

their births (Castle 2001:1836). It is critical
that children not be praised as beautiful,
smart, or helpful because that too is likely
to draw the attention of spirits who might
then make them ill or kill them. Castle
found that families keep careful track of the
average number of children women have in
their communities. When communities ex-
perience more child deaths than expected,
people become particularly cautious, taking
measures to make sure their children do
not draw the attention of spirits. Calling
children ugly or worthless, dressing them
in rags, or in some cases, hobbling them at
night as one would a donkey are, in fact,
measures to keep children from the atten-
tion of sorcerers and spirits and make sure
they survive.

Similarly, parents’ show of indifference
might camouflage their feelings rather than
demonstrating them. Fulani believe in a
code of honor they call pulaaku. One as-
pect of this is to appear self-controlled and

stoic at all occasions, including the sick-
ness and death of a child. Thus, parents
who appear extremely indifferent to a sick
child will be understood by members of
their community to be telegraphing their
concern, demonstrating that they are deeply
worried about the risks their child runs
(Castle 2001:1836).

Castle’s findings, and others like them,
are critically important. If the high birth rate
among the Fulani is not based on an in-
ability to count and plan for children but is
intended to counter the frequent deaths of
children, programs to educate them about
family planning, fertility, and conception
will fail. Among the Fulani, and perhaps the
vast majority of people in poor nations, re-
ducing family size is linked to reducing the
high rate of child mortality and improving
economic conditions. This will lead to a
short-term rise in family size but a long-
term decline.
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value and prestige by tracing it back to a higher,
better, more supernatural reality of initial events”
(1992:146).

A clear example of what Malinowski meant
is provided by a portion of the origin narrative
of the Hopi, an agricultural people who live in
Arizona and New Mexico. Traditionally, blue corn
was the staple of their diet. Blue corn is more dif-
ficult to grow than most other varieties, but it is a
strong, resistant strain. Hopi life is difficult; the
Hopi say “it is hard to be a Hopi but good to be a
Hopi” (Loftin 1991:5). Through the growing of
blue corn, the Hopi re-experience the creation of
their world.

According to Hopi belief, in earlier, imperfect
creations they lived underground. Just before the

Hopi appeared on the Earth's surface, they were given
their choice of subsistence activities. They chose blue
corn and were given the sooya, or digging stick, to plant
it. The techniques for the farming of blue corn were es-
tablished by the god Maasaw, who taught the Hopi to
treat the earth respectfully, as a relative. The Hopi believe
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that doing so recreates the feelings of humility and har-
mony that the ancestors chose when they selected the
blue corn. Before the 20th century, the Hopi farmed their
fields in work groups made up of clan members. Because
their tradition holds that clans were given land to farm
together as they became members of the tribe, Hopi re-
experience the settlement of their land by various clans
as they farm (Loftin 1991:5-9). It is easy to see how the
Hopi creation story serves as a charter for society. The
Hopi live their religious understanding of their world as
they grow blue corn. The telling of such stories, as well as
the actions that accompany them or are implied in them,
reinforce social tradition and enhance solidarity.

Symbols and Symbolism

As the story recounted in the previous section shows,
religious stories make critical use of symbolism. Reli-
gious symbolism may also be expressed in material ob-
jects such as the cross, the Star of David, and the crescent
moon and star of Islam. Masks, statues, paintings, cos-
tumes, body decorations, or objects in the physical envi-
ronment may also be used as symbols. In addition, reli-
gions frequently use verbal symbols. The names for gods
and spirits, and certain words, phrases, or songs them-
selves are often believed to be powerful.

Religious symbols are intrinsically multivalent. That is
to say, they pack many different and sometimes contra-
dictory meanings into a single word, idea, or object. Con-
sider the Christian cross. Christians have been pondering
the meaning of the cross for most of the last 2000 years.
Among its meanings are death, love, sacrifice, identity,
history, power, weakness, wealth, poverty, and many
more. It means all these things simultaneously.

Because it carries so many meanings, the cross has
enormous emotional and intellectual power for Chris-
tians. As a result it can be used in leadership. For exam-
ple, the cross has been a critical military symbol from 312
CE when the Roman Emperor Constantine ordered his
soldiers to paint it on their shields (Nicholson 2000:158),
until the 2oth century when it was a frequent feature of
military insignia and propaganda in World Wars I and II.
Desecration of the cross may inflame passions and pro-
voke very strong reactions as well.

Symbolic representation allows people to grasp the
often complex and abstract ideas of religion without much
concern for the specifics of the theology that underlie
them. The Christian ritual of the communion service, for
example, symbolizes the New Testament story of the Last
Supper, which communicates the abstract idea of commu-

multivalent Containing many different and sometimes contradictory
meanings in a single word, idea, or object.

god A named spirit who is believed to have created or to control some
aspect of the world.
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nion with god. This idea is present in other religions but is
represented by different symbolism. In Hinduism, for ex-
ample, one of the most popular representations of com-
munion with god is the love between the divine Krishna,
in the form of a cowherd, and the gopis, or milkmaids,
who are devoted to him. In the dramatic enactment of the
stories of Krishna and in the singing of songs to him, the
Hindu religion offers a path to communion with god that
ordinary people can understand.

A great many important religious narratives and symbols
concern the world of spirits and sacred powers. Although
many religions do not separate the natural from the su-
pernatural, all propose that there are important beings,
powers, states, or qualities that exist apart from human
beings. These beings, powers, states, and qualities are
nonempirical. That is to say that there is no scientifically
agreed upon way to measure their presence. Consider the
god of Christian, Jewish, and Islamic tradition. Many re-
ligious people claim to see proof of god’s existence every-
where. However, there is nothing that members of all
religious traditions as well as those who do not believe
could agree upon to measure to demonstrate the pres-
ence of god. Thus, science, which depends on such em-
pirical measurement, can neither prove nor disprove the
existence of god. God is nonempirical.

Most religions populate the world with nonempirical
beings or spirits. Such spirits may be anthropomorphic,
or human in form; zoomorphic, with the form of an ani-
mal; or naturalistic, associated with features of the natu-
ral environment. They are generally anthropopsychic;
that is, they have features of personality similar to those
of human beings.

Spirits can act in the material world. They can be
happy or unhappy, stingy or generous, or can experience
any other human emotion. The understanding of the
spirits and souls of animals in hunting societies provides
a good illustration. Among the Netsilik Inuit, the souls of
bear, caribou, and seal were particularly important. The
Netsilik believed that if the soul of an animal they killed
received the proper religious attention, it would be
pleased. Such an animal would reincarnate in another
animal body and let itself be killed again by the same
hunter. In this sense, a hunter who treated the spirits of
the animals he killed properly would always hunt and
kill the same animals. An animal soul that did not receive
proper attention, however, would be angered and would
not let itself be killed a second time. As a result, the hunt
would fail. Particularly offended animal souls might be-
come bloodthirsty monsters and terrorize people (Balikci
1970:200-201).

The term god is generally used for a named spirit
who is believed to have created or to control some aspect




of the world. In some religions, gods are of central impor-
tance, but this is not always the case. High gods—that is,
gods understood as the creator of the world and as the
ultimate power in it—are present in only about half of all
societies (Levinson 1996:229). In about one-third of these
societies, such gods are distant and withdrawn, having
little interest in people, and prayer to them is unneces-
sary. An example is the creator god of the Igbo of Nigeria.
Like other remote gods, he is accessible only through
prayer to lesser spirits (Uchendu 1965:94).

A religion may be polytheistic (having many gods) or
monotheistic (having only one god). However, the differ-
ence between them is not always clear-cut. In polytheistic
religions, the many gods may really be different aspects
of one god. In India, for example, it is said that there are
literally millions of gods; yet all Indians understand that
in some way they are all aspects of one divine essence.
Conversely, in monotheistic religions, the one god may
have several aspects. In Roman Catholicism, for example,

there is God the Father, God the Son, and God the
Holy Spirit; yet these are all part of a single, uni-
tary god.

One class of spirit that may be singled out for
special treatment is the trickster. Trickster spirits
come in many guises, but their key characteristic
is that they are interested in their own benefit,
not that of human beings. Some tricksters, such
as the Christian Devil, are personifications of evil.
Others are much more sympathetic. They often
combine attributes such as greed, lust, and envy
with humor and wisdom. Tricksters are powerful,
but they themselves are often fooled. In African
religions, monkey and hyena spirits are often
tricksters. In many Native American cultures, the
key trickster spirit is Coyote.

In addition to nonempirical or supernatural
beings, religions also posit the existence of states,
qualities, or powers whose existence cannot be
scientifically measured. Enlightenment, in the
Buddhist tradition, is a state of being that is not
subject to measurement and verification. Simi-
larly, groups such as the Society for Ethical
Humanism search for Truth, a quality whose ob-
jective description has eluded philosophers for
millennia.

Religious beliefs often include the notion of
an impersonal spiritual force that infuses the uni-
verse. In the early 20th century, R. R. Marett
coined the term animatism to refer to this force.
Today, it is probably best known as mana. Mana
may be concentrated in individuals or in objects. For ex-
ample, as noted in Chapter 11, chiefs in Tahiti had a much
higher degree of mana than ordinary people. Mana gives
one spiritual power, but it can also be dangerous and
therefore mana is often associated with an elaborate sys-
tem of taboos, or prohibitions. Mana is like electricity; it
is a powerful force, but it can be dangerous when not ap-
proached with the proper caution.

Mana is most often found in areas (spatial, temporal,
verbal, or physical) that are the boundaries between
clear-cut categories. Hair, for example, is believed to con-
tain supernatural power in many different cultures (as in
the Old Testament story of Samson and Delilah). Hair is
a symbol of the boundary between the self and the not-
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polytheism Belief in many gods.
monotheism Belief in a single god.

trickster A supernatural entity that does not act in the best interests of
humans.

animatism Belief in an impersonal spiritual force that infuses the
universe.

mana Religious power or energy that is concentrated in individuals or
objects.
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self, both part of a person and separable from the person.
Doorways and gates—which separate the inside from the
outside and can thus serve as symbols of moral catego-
ries such as good and evil, pure and impure—are also
widespread symbols of power. Because these boundary
symbols contain supernatural power, they are often used
in religious ritual and surrounded by taboos.

Rituals and Ways of Addressing
the Supernatural

Sacred narratives, symbols, spirits, and sacred power all
find their place in religious ritual. A ritual is a ceremonial
act or a repeated stylized gesture used for specific occa-
sions (Cunningham et al. 1995). A religious ritual is one
that involves the use of religious symbols. Through ritual,
people enact their religion. Rituals may involve the tell-
ing or acting out of sacred stories as well as the use of
music, dance, drugs, or pain to move worshippers to an
ecstatic state of trance.

The specific content of religious rituals—the stories
and symbols they use, and the spirits and powers they
address—varies enormously from culture to culture.
However, certain patterns of religious behavior are ex-
tremely widespread, if not universal. Most religious ritu-
als involve a combination of prayer, sacrifices, and magic
to contact and control supernatural spirits and powers.
In addition, rites of passage and rites of intensification
are found in almost all cultures.

The word “liminal” refers to those objects, places, people,
and statuses that are understood as existing in an inde-
terminate state, between clear-cut categories. Objects that
are liminal, such as the hair and doorways described ear-
lier, often play important roles in religious ritual.
Anthropologist Victor Turner (1969) wrote that ritu-
als frequently generate liminal states and statuses in
which the structured and hierarchical classifications that

ritual A patterned act that involves the manipulation of religious sym-
bols.

liminal Objects, places, people, and statuses that are understood as
existing in an indeterminate state, between clear-cut categories.

communitas A state of perceived solidarity, equality, and unity among
people sharing a religious ritual, often characterized by intense
emotion.

antistructure The socially sanctioned use of behavior that radically vio-
lates social norms. Antistructure is frequently found in religious ritual.

rite of passage A ritual that marks a person’s transition from one sta-
tus to another. ‘
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normally separate people into groups such as caste, class,
or kinship categories are dissolved. Because of this, in
ritual, people can behave in ways that would be clearly
unacceptable under other circumstances. In some cases
this includes role reversals. For example, many Japanese
festivals included ritual transvestism, where community
members dance in the clothing of the opposite sex
(Norbeck 1974:51). In the Wubwang'u ritual among the
Ndembu of Zambia, men and women publicly insult
each other’s sexual abilities and extol their own, but no
one is allowed to take offense (V. Turner 1969:78-79).
Ritual role reversals include class as well as gender. In
Holi, the Hindu harvest festival, members of the lower
class and castes throw colored powder (and in the old
days, excrement and urine) at males of the middle and
upper classes.

More controversially, Turner argued that in liminal
states people experienced a state of equality and oneness
he called communitas. In communitas, the wealthy and
the poor, the powerful and the powerless are, for a short
time, all equals. In the United States one example of com-
munitas is the incredibly diverse crowd of over a million
people who gather on New Year’s Eve to watch the falling
of the illuminated ball in the center of Times Square.

In state-level societies, institutionalized liminal sta-
tuses sometimes emerge. Organizations such as monas-
teries and convents where people live permanently as
members of a religious community embody liminality.

Anthropologists often refer to rituals and statuses
involving liminality as antistructure. Although all societies
must be structured to provide order and meaning, ac-
cording to Turner (1969:131) antistructure—the tempo-
rary ritual dissolution of the established order—is also
important, helping people to more fully realize the one-
ness of the self and the other.

Though Turner’s ideas are provocative, in reality
people in higher statuses may experience the unity of
communitas more than the powerless. The powerless
may use liminal symbols and rituals of reversal to sub-
vert the social order (even if temporarily), expressing
feelings not of oneness, but of conflict with the powerful.
Further, where liminal groups exist, either temporarily,
during rituals or religious festivals, or permanently, as-
sociated with certain occupations, they frequently have
low status and an ambiguous nature. This, paradoxically,
is the source of their supernatural power and their per-
ceived subversion of the social order, as illustrated by the
hijras of India (see the “Ethnography” section in Chapter
10), whose sexual ambiguity contains the power both to
bless and to curse.

Public events that mark the transition of a person from
one social status to another are known as rites of passage.
Rites of passage almost always mark birth, puberty, mar-
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riage, and death and may include many other transitions
as well. Rites of passage involve three phases (van
Gennep 1960/1909). The first phase is separation, in which
the person or group is detached from a former status. The
second phase is transition and is often characterized by
liminality. The individuals in this phase have been de-
tached from their old statuses but not yet attached to a
new one. The third stage is reincorporation, in which the
passage from one status to another is symbolically com-
pleted. After reincorporation, the person takes on the
rights and obligations of his or her new social status.

The rites of initiation for boys and girls described in
Chapter 10 are good examples of rites of passage. Before
these rituals, the boys and girls have the public status of
children. Afterward, they have the public status of grown
men and women. Other rites of passage effect similar
changes of status. Baptisms and other ceremonies around
birth move the new child from the status of not-a-
community-member to membership in the community.
Quinceaneras mediate between the status of childhood
and that of young womanhood, eligible for dating. Mar-
riages mediate between single and couple status. Funer-
als mediate between the living and the dead.

Basic training for military service is an example of a
rite of passage with which many Americans are familiar.
In basic training, recruits are separated from their friends
and families and places of origin. They are taken to a
military post, where they are given identical haircuts and
identical uniforms. All signs of differences among them
are minimized. No matter their position in life before
joining the military, ideally they are treated identically
during training. Training itself involves a wide variety of
rigorous exercises and tasks designed to impart knowl-
edge and build trust and camaraderie. In this state, they
experience communitas, a shared identity along with the
breaking down of barriers between individuals. Training

ends with a large ceremony that reintegrates
the recruits—now soldiers—into society with a
new identity.

cation

In addition to rites of passage, most societies
have rites of intensification. These are rituals di-
rected toward the welfare of the group or com-
munity rather than the individual. These ritu-
als are structured to reinforce the values and
norms of the community and to strengthen
group identity. Through rites of intensification,
the community maintains continuity with the
past, enhances the feeling of social unity in the
present, and renews the sentiments on which
cohesion depends (Elkin 1967).

In some groups, rites of intensification are
connected with totems. A totem is an object, an
animal species, or a feature of the natural world that is
associated with a particular descent group. Totemism is a
prominent feature of the religious of the Australian ab-
origines. In Aboriginal society, people are grouped into
societies or lodges, each of which is linked with some
species in their natural environment that is its totem.
Under most circumstances, members of a groups are
prohibited from eating the group’s totem and in religious
rituals, members of societies or lodges come together to
celebrate their totems. The ceremonies explain the origin
of the totem (and hence, of the group) and reenact the
time of the ancestors. Through singing and dancing, both
performers and onlookers are transported to an ecstatic
state. In a classic description, French sociologist Emile
Durkheim wrote:

tensific
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When they are once come together, a sort of electricity is
formed by their collecting which quickly transports them to
an extraordinary degree of exaltation. . .. [O]n every side one
sees nothing but violent gestures, cries, veritable howls, and
deafening noises of every sort. . .. One can readily conceive
how, when arrived at this state. ... a man does not recognize
himself any longer. . . . [and feels] himself dominated and
carried away by some sort of external power. . . .[E]verything

is just as though he really were transported into a special

world (1961:247-251/1915).

rite of intensification A ritual structured to reinforce the values and
norms of a community and to strengthen group identity.

totem An animal, plant, or other aspect of the natural world held to be
ancestral or to have other intimate relationships with members of a

group.
totemism Religious practices centered around animals, plants, or

other aspects of the natural world held to be ancestral or to have other
intimate relationships with members of a group.
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Rites of intensification create and reinforce group identity. They can be used for religious, political, or economic purposes. the Nazi
Nuremberg rally, held annually from 1933 to 1938, was designed to reinforce enthusiasm for the Nazi party and showcase its power.

Thus, in dance and worship, the aborigines achieved
an ecstatic religious experience of their shared identity.
Durkheim argued that such experiences helped to bind
the members of their society together. For Durkheim, to-
tems were symbols of common social identity. When
people worshipped them, they were, at the same time,
worshipping the moral and social order of their society.

The religious rituals of the Australian aborigines
may seem exotic, but Americans participate in similar
observances all the time—and to the same effect. Some
American rites of intensification are religious, but many
are secular. One with which most students are familiar is
the college football game and the rallies associated with
it. If the game is “good” or the school has “spirit,” these
gatherings produce enormous excitement among their
fans and transport them to “a special world,” as Durkheim
called it. They also increase collective identity. 1f you are
a fan, you will probably feel intense identification with
your school and your team at such an event. Identifica-
tion with your team and the excitement of sporting
events will help to keep you “loyal” to your school (and

prayer Any communication between people and spirits or gods in
which people praise, plead, or request without assurance of results.
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hopefully encourage you to donate to it as an alumnus/a).
Schools have totems (animal mascots) as well.

Prayer

Any conversation held with spirits and gods is prayer. In
prayer, people petition, invoke, praise, give thanks, dedi-
cate, supplicate, intercede, confess, repent, and bless
(Levinson 1996). A critical feature of prayer is that people
believe that its results depend on the will of the spirit
world rather than on actions humans perform. Prayer
may be done without any expectation of a particular re-
sponse from the beings or forces prayed to. When prayer
involves requests, the failure of a spirit to respond to a
request is understood as resulting from its disinclination
rather than from improper human action.

When Westerners think of prayer, most probably
think of words that are recited aloud or silently. However,
there are many forms of prayer. For example, in Buddhist
tradition, people may pray by hoisting flags or spinning
wheels with prayers written inside them. Words ad-
dressed to gods and spirits are not always humble com-
pliments either. For example, Benedict (1961:221/1934)
reported that among the Northwest Coast tribes of North
America when calamities fell or their prayers were not
answered, people vented their anger against the gods by
saying, “You are a great slave.”




Sacrifice occurs when people make offerings to gods or
spirits to increase their spiritual purity or the efficacy of
their prayers. People may sacrifice the first fruits of a har-
vest, animal lives or, on occasion, human lives. Changes
in behavior are often offered as sacrifices. Many Ameri-
cans are familiar with the practice of giving up some-
thing for the Christian holiday of Lent, a form of sacrifice
intended to help the worshipper identify with Jesus,
show devotion, and increase purity. In many religions,
including Christianity, it is common to make a vow to
carry out a certain kind of behavior, such as going on a
pilgrimage or building a place of worship, if a request for
divine assistance is answered.

Some sacrifices may have important material func-
tions. For example, the essence of the East African cattle
complex as practiced by groups such as the Nuer and the
Pokot is that cattle are killed and eaten only in a ritual
context. This is clearly adaptive. In the absence of refrig-
eration, animals must be consumed rapidly after they are
slaughtered. One family could not consume a whole steer
by itself, but this problem is solved by offering it to the
community in a ceremonial setting. Cattle sacrifices hap-
pen in community feasts that occur about once a week.
Because the portions are distributed according to age and
sex by a rigid formula, meat can be shared without quar-
reling over the supply (Schneider 1973). Furthermore, the
religious taboo that a person who eats ritually slaugh-
tered meat may not take milk on the same day has the
effect of making milk more available to those who have
no meat.

Magic is an attempt to mechanistically control supernat-
ural forces. When people do magic, they believe that their
words and actions compel the spirit world to behave in
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certain ways. Failure of a magical request is understood
as resulting from incorrect performance of the ritual
rather than the refusal of spirits to act.

Two of the most common magical practices are imi-
tation and contagion. In imitative magic, the procedure
performed resembles the result desired. A voudou doll is
a form of imitative magic with which many people are
familiar. The principle is that mistreatment of a doll-like
image of a person will cause injury to that person. The
Christian practice of baptism can also be seen as a form
of imitative magic. Most Christians believe that in bap-
tism, original sin, often ritually compared with dirt or a
stain, is washed away with holy water. Christians gener-
ally do not see themselves as compelling God in the bap-
tism ritual, but they do believe that if the ceremony is
done properly by duly constituted authority, God will not
fail to remove original sin from the child.

With contagious magic, the idea is that an object that
has been in contact with a person retains a magical con-
nection with that person. For example, a person might
attempt to increase the effectiveness of a voudou doll by
attaching a piece of clothing, hair, or other object belong-
ing to the person they wish to injure. People in the
United States often attribute special power and meaning
to objects that have come in contact with famous or no-
torious people. Signed baseballs, bits of costumes worn
by movie stars, and pens used to sign famous documents
all become collectors’ items and are imbued with special
power and importance.

In many cultures, magical practices accompany most
human activities. Among the people who live along the
upper Asaro River in Papua New Guinea, when a child is
born, its umbilical cord is buried so that it cannot later be
used by a sorcerer to cause harm. To prevent the infant’s
crying at night, a bundle of sweet-smelling grass is placed
on the mother’s head, and her wish for uninterrupted
sleep is blown into the grass. The grass is then crushed
over the head of the child who, in breathing its aroma,
also breathes in the mother’s command not to cry. When
a young boy kills his first animal, his hand is magically
“locked” into the position of the successful kill. When he
later tries to court a girl, he will use love magic, which in
a particularly powerful form will make him appear in
front of her with the face of another man to whom she is

sacrifice An offering made to increase the efficacy of a prayer or the
religious purity of an individual.

magic An attempt to mechanistically control supernatural forces. The
belief that certain words, actions, and states of mind compel the su-
pernatural to behave in predictable ways.

imitative magic The belief that imitating an action in a religious ritual
will cause the action to happen in the material world.

contagious magic The belief that things once in contact with a person
or object retain an invisible connection with that person or object.
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known to be attracted. Both magical and technical skills
are used to make gardens and pigs grow. One technique
is to blow smoke into the ear of a wild pig to tame it. This
is based on the belief that the smoke cools and dries the
pig’s “hot” disposition. Magical techniques are used to
treat serious illness: blowing smoke over the patient to
cool a fever (which is hot) or administering sweet smell-
ing leaves with a command for the illness to depart
(Newman 1977:413).

Cargo Cults, Colonialism, and Magic Cargo cults are
religions known for their focus on rituals that involve the
use of magic to acquire consumer goods. They were
originally described on the islands of Melanesia, includ-
ing the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea where
Western culture has been spreading for the past several
hundred years. Initially, Melanesians were receptive to
Western culture, which reached them primarily through
trade goods, called “cargo” in pidgin English. Islanders
believed that welcoming missionaries and colonial gov-
ernments would bring them cargo and riches. However,
not only did Melanesians fail to gain wealth and power
but, in many cases, they grew poorer and were more
deeply oppressed.

In Melanesian society, secret knowledge and ritual ac-
tion were major sources of power. Unsurprisingly, many
Melanesians concluded that these were the source of the
wealth and power of the whites as well. Melanesians
observed that whites did not seem to work (at least as
Melanesians understood work) but instead made “secret
signs” on scraps of paper, built strange structures, and be-
haved in seemingly unusual ways. For example, they built
airports and seaports with towers and wires and they
drilled soldiers to march in formation. When the whites
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On Vanatu, John Frum worshippers celebrate by marching in mili-
tary formation. The letters USA are painted in red on their chests.
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did these things, planes and ships arrived, disgorging a
seemingly endless supply of material goods. Melanesians,
who did so much hard physical labor, got nothing. Plainly,
the whites’ actions were a kind of secret knowledge and if
Melanesians could learn it they could rid their societies of
oppressive colonial governments and gain access to im-
mense wealth.

So-called cargo cults appeared all over Melanesia.
Though there was some variety, the cults shared certain
common features. A local prophet announced that the
world was about to end in a terrible catastrophe, after
which God (or the ancestors, or a local culture hero)
would appear, and a paradise on earth would begin. The
end of the world could be caused or hastened by the per-
formance of ritual that copied what they had observed
the whites to do. In some places the faithful sat around
tables dressed in European clothes, making signs on pa-
per. In others they drilled with wooden rifles and built
wharves, storehouses, airfields, and lookout towers in the
hopes that such ritual would cause planes to land or
ships to dock and disgorge cargo.

The first Europeans to write about cargo cults were
colonial administrators, who saw them as the irrational
beliefs and activities of primitive people who had suc-
cumbed to a kind of “madness.” This view explicitly op-
posed Melanesian irrationality to European rationality
and justified the Australian colonial administration’s con-
trol over New Guinea (Buck 1989; Lindstrom 1993).

Anthropologists, who began describing cargo cults in
the 1950s, attempted to understand their logic from the
Melanesian perspective. They pointed out that cargo
cults were based in the experience of Melanesians, par-
ticularly during World War II, when they witnessed
Americans, Japanese, and others arrive and engage in
seemingly odd ritualistic behavior. Such behavior was
followed by planes and ships bearing an apparently end-
less supply of goods and by cataclysmic battles. Thus,
Melanesians were not irrational, but rather working with
the objective knowledge derived from their limited expe-
riences. Furthermore, anthropologists pointed out that
these observations and practices dovetailed neatly with
central themes in Melanesian culture: the importance of
wealth, the seeking of economic advantage through ritual
activities, and the role of ritual leader as supernaturally
inspired prophet.

Anthropologists also interpreted the movements as
symbolic of the Melanesian desire for social equality
with Europeans. Cargo cults were seen as a form of reli-
gious resistance against colonial rule (Worsley 1959). The
repressive colonial regime made it necessary to clothe
resistance in the religious form, as political rebellion
would have been immediately suppressed. Anthropolo-
gists argued that when colonial rule ended, cargo cults
would as well. Although they have not entirely disap-
peared, cargo cults have certainly declined in importance
since independence.




Numerous aspects of American society have simi-
larities to cargo cults. One good example is prosperity
theology, or the Word-Faith Movement. The central tenet
of prosperity theology is that God wants Christians to be
wealthy. If they give money to churches (the more the
better) and pray with enough sincerity, devotion, and
frequency, God will reward them with material wealth in
the form of cash or objects such as cars and houses. In
other words, if they perform the correct rituals, they will
receive cargo. Conversely, if they are poor, it is because
they have failed to properly ask God for wealth.

Prosperity theology has become extremely popular
in the United States and in Latin America. Oral Roberts
was one of its best-known earlier promoters. Prosperity
theology preachers such as Jan and Paul Crouch, Creflo
Dollar, Benny Hinn, and Kenneth Copeland appear on
hundreds of television stations in the United States and
abroad. The prosperity theology—based Universal Church
of God’s Kingdom, headquartered in Brazil, claims 3 mil-
lion followers in that country and another 3 million
worldwide. Officials of Copeland’s ministry estimate its
annual revenue at about $70 million. The Crouches own
TBN, the Trinity Broadcast Network, with an annual in-
come greater than $100 million.

Some scholars have also wondered if the American
economic system itself is a bit like a cargo cult. Lamont
Lindstrom (1993) argues that Westerners are obsessed
with cargo, with desire for wealth and material goods, and
that they increasingly turn to ritual strategies to obtain
them. The endless desire for consumer goods and beliefs
that purchases of specific brands of cars, drinks, or cloth-
ing will make us forever young, sexy, and powerful may
not create happiness or give us the lifestyles featured in
advertisements, but they do serve the market well.

A ritual practice directed toward obtaining useful infor-
mation from a supernatural authority, divination is found
in many societies. Divination discovers the unknown or
the hidden. It may be used to predict the future, diagnose
disease, find hidden objects, or discover something about
the past. In many cultures, divination is used to discover
who committed a crime.

The Naskapi, who hunt caribou on the Labrador Pen-
insula, use a form of divination called scapulomancy. In
this divination ritual, a shoulder blade (scapula) of a cari-
bou or other animal is scorched by fire. The scorched
bone is used as a map of the hunting area, and the cracks
in the bone are read as giving information about the best
place to hunt (O. Moore 1969). This technique was also
used in ancient China and Japan (de Waal Malefijt
1968:220). Scapulomancy may be adaptive because it
randomizes the choices of hunting sites, a strategy that
modern game theorists know results in the least chance
of repeated failures.

Most Americans are familiar with a wide variety of
divination techniques. Tarot cards, palmistry, flipping
coins, and reading auras are all forms of divination.
Some farmers use a divination technique called water
witching or dowsing to find sources of well water. In one
technique, the dowser holds a forked willow branch (a
willow is a tree found by river banks and is “sympa-
thetic” to water) in his hands as he walks over a property.
When he stands above water, the wand is supposed to
bend downward. Although dousing has a wide following
in the United States, when subject to scientific testing,
dousing does no better than chance (Vogt and Hyman
2000:xVii).

The practice of divination makes people more confi-
dent in their choices when they do not have all the infor-
mation they need or when several alternative courses of
action appear equal. Divination may also be practiced
when a group decision has to be made and there is dis-
agreement. If the choice is made by divination, no mem-
ber of the group feels rejected.

Prayer, sacrifice, and magic can be found in most re-
ligious traditions, and the distinctions between them are
more a matter of degree than of exclusive classification.
For example, a great many prayers contain elements of
sacrifice, and most magical practitioners agree that, in
theory, it is possible that the spirit world will not honor
their request, although they argue that in practice it does
not happen.

Religious Practitioners

Every society has people who are considered to have a spe-
cial relationship with the religious world. These religious
practitioners are charged with organizing and leading ma-
jor ritual events. There are many different kinds of reli-
gious practitioners, but anthropologists generally organize
them into two broad categories: shamans and priests.

Shamans are part-time practitioners. In many respects,
shamans are average members of the community; they
must hunt, gather, garden, or get up and go to work like
anyone else. Their shamanic activities are reserved for
specific ceremonies, times of illness, or crisis.

divination A religious ritual performed to find hidden objects or infor-
mation.

shaman An individual who is socially recognized as having the ability
to mediate between the world of humanity and the world of gods or
spirits but who is not a recognized official of any religious organi-
zation.
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Although learning to be a shaman may involve ardu-
ous training, such study is never sufficient. To be a sha-
man, one must have direct personal experiences of the
supernatural that other members of the community accept
as authentic. Shamans believe they are chosen by the spirit
world and able to enter into it. They use prayer, medita-
tion, song, dance, pain, drugs, or any combination of tech-
niques to achieve trance states in which they understand
themselves (and are understood by their followers) as able
to enter into the supernatural world. They may use such
contact to bring guidance to themselves or their group,
heal sick people, or divine the future. Almost all societies
have some shamans, but they are likely to be the only reli-
gious practitioners in band and tribal societies.

Vision Quest In some cultures, almost every adult may
be expected to achieve direct contact with the supernatu-
ral. The vision quest, common among many Native Ameri-
can groups, was an example of this. In these cultures, a
person was expected to develop a special relationship
with a particular spirit that would give the person power
and knowledge. The spirit acted as a personal protector or
guardian. People seeking visions had very strong expecta-
tions of success and used fasting, isolation in a lonely
spot, or self-mutilation to move themselves to an ecstatic
religious state in which such a vision was possible.

For example, among the Thompson Indians of west-
ern Canada a boy would begin to search for guardian
spirits between the ages of 12 and 16. He would prepare
himself with ordeals such as running until exhausted and
diving into ice-cold water. He would paint his face and
wear special clothing. The nights before the quest were
spent in dancing, singing, and praying around a fire on a
nearby mountain peak.

The boy then went on lonely pilgrimages into the
mountains, eating nothing for several days on end. He
intensified his physical suffering by sweating himself
with heated rocks over which he threw water and by
whipping his body with nettles. This strenuous regimen
continued until the boy had a religious experience. In an
ecstatic state, he would experience meeting with his
guardian spirit, usually an animal or bird, and receiving
various forms of instruction. The guardian spirit would
teach the boy a spirit song by which he could be called.
He would learn how to prepare a medicine bundle of
powerful magical objects (Pettitt 1972).

Although the vision quest was an intensely indi-
vidual experience, it was shaped by culture. Among the
Crow Indians, for example, several informants related
the same vision and interpretation to the anthropolo-

vision quest A practice common among many Native American
groups in which individuals seek to achieve direct contact with the
supernatural.
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gist Robert Lowie (1963). They told Lowie that they saw
a spirit or several spirits riding along and how the rocks
and trees around the riders turned into enemies who
attacked them but were unable to do any harm. They
interpreted this to mean that the spirits were making
them invulnerable. This motif is common in Crow reli-
gious narratives, and the vision seekers worked it un-
consciously into their experience. Another cultural in-
fluence is that most Crow Indians obtained their
spiritual blessing on the fourth night of their seclusion,
and four is considered a mystical number among the
Crow.

ham iring Before the advent of modern techno-
logical medicine, illness was treated by means that we
would today consider spiritual. Shamans frequently
played important roles in curing. Illnesses were often
thought to be caused by broken taboos, sorcery, witch-
craft, or actions that caused the ill person to fall out of
spiritual balance. In shamanic curing, the shaman, usu-
ally in a trance, travels into the supernatural world to
discover the source of illness and what might be done to
cure it. The following description of a Netsilik Inuit cur-
ing performance shows the shaman battling with evil
spirits:

The shaman, adorned with his paraphernalia, crouched in a
corner of the igloo. . . . and covered himself with a caribou
skin. The lamps were extinguished. A protective spirit called
by the shaman entered his body and, through his mouth,
started to speak very rapidly. . . . While the shaman was in
trance, the tupiliq [an evil spirit believed to be round in
shape and filled with blood] left the patient’s body and hid
outside the igloo. The shaman then dispatched his protec-
tive spirits after the tupiligs; they. . .. drove the tupiligs back
into the igloo through the entrance; the audience encour-
aged the evil spirits, shouting: “Come in, come in, somebody
is here waiting for you.” No sooner had the tupiligs entered
the igloo than the shaman, with his snow knife, attacked
them and killed as many as he could; his successful fight
was evidenced by the evil spirits’ blood on his hands (Balikci

1970:226-227).

If the patient died, it was said that the tupiligs were
too numerous for the shaman to kill or that after the
performance evil spirits again attacked the patient.

In the modern world, shamanic curing often exists
alongside modern technological medicine. People go to
shamans for healing when they have diseases that are
not recognized by technological medicine, they lack
money to pay for modern medical treatment, or they
have tried such treatment and it has failed.

Shamanistic curing does have important therapeutic
effects. First, shamans generally do treat their patients




with drugs. All traditional cultures have a pharmacopoeia,
or collection of preparations used as medication. Scien-
tific testing has shown that some (though not all) tradi-
tional medicines are effective (Fabrega 1997:144). Second,
shamanic curing ritual uses story, symbolism, and dra-
matic action to bring together cultural beliefs and reli-
gious practices in a way that enables patients to under-
stand the source of their illness. In other words, such
rituals present a coherent model of sickness and health,
explaining how the patient got ill and how he or she may
become well again. These models can exert a powerful
curative force (Roberts et al. 1993). Curing rituals express
and reinforce the values of a culture and the solidarity of
a society. They often involve participation by the audi-
ence, whose members may experience various degrees of
ecstasy themselves. Shamanic curing ceremonies work
by cultivating an awareness that “one’s body is located at
a central intersection within a system of relations. Illness
ruptures this pattern, and healing restores the perception
of harmony” (Glucklich 1997:95). The ceremonies are ca-
thartic in the sense that they release the anxiety caused
by various disturbing events. The natural and supernatu-
ral forces that have the power to do evil in a society are
brought under control, and seemingly inexplicable mis-
fortunes are given meaning within the traditional cul-
tural pattern.

In most state societies, religion is bureaucratized; that is,
it is an established institution consisting of a series of
ranked offices that exist independently of the people who

fill them. Anthropologists use the term priest to
refer to a person who is formally elected, ap-
pointed, or hired to a full-time religious office.
Priests are responsible for performing certain rit-
uals on behalf of individuals, groups, or the entire
community.

Priests are most often associated with gods
who are believed to have great power. They may
be members of a religion that worships several
high gods, as in the religions of the ancient
Greeks, Egyptians, and Romans, or only one high
god, as in the Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition. -
Where priests exist, there is a division between
the lay and priestly roles. Laypeople participate in
ritual largely as passive respondents or audience
rather than as managers or performers.

People generally become priests through
training and apprenticeship. For example, to be-
come a cleric in any mainstream American reli-
gion, you would enter the training program (usu-
ally a seminary) of the appropriate religion. If you
were successful, at graduation you would be certi-
fied by the religious body (or church) and generally given
an assignment. However, priestly authority derives from
certification by the religious institution the priest repre-
sents and this may sometimes be given with little or no
training. For example, in Europe in the medieval and re-
naissance church, men often attained high positions be-
cause of their family and political connections rather
than their piety or training.

In most mainstream religions in the United States, it
is not considered essential for priests to have ecstatic re-
ligious experiences. However, this is not the case in all
priestly religions. Although ultimately the priests’ author-
ity derives from certification, such status may give a
person the right to seek direct contact with gods and
spirits. For example, in ancient Maya states, priests were
members of a ranked bureaucracy. In many cases, they
were also political leaders and as such exercised both
priestly and political authority. Their religious and politi-
cal positions gave them the right to use ecstatic tech-
niques to travel in the spiritual world. At the dedication
of buildings consecrated to the royal lineage, priests, in-
cluding the king and other nobles, take hallucinogenic
drugs and let blood by perforating their penises and
other body parts with special lancets. These methods cre-
ated ecstatic states in which they would travel to the su-
pernatural underworld to inform their ancestors of the
new building and invite the souls of these former rulers
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pharmacopoeia A collection of preparations used as medications.

priest One who is formally elected or appointed to a full-time religious
office.
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to inhabit it. A Mayan ritual might have looked
like this:

Against a backdrop of terraced architecture, elabo-
rately costumed dancers, musicians, warriors, and
nobles entered the courts in long processions. . .. A
crowd of participants wearing bloodletting paper or
cloth tied in triple knots sat on platforms and ter-
races around the plaza. . . . [T]these people would
have prepared themselves with days of fasting, absti-
nence and ritual steam baths. Well into the ceremony,
the ruler and his wife would emerge from within a
building high above the court, and in full public
view, he would lacerate his penis, she her tongue.
Ropes drawn through their wounds carried the flow-
ing blood to paper strips. The saturated paper. . . .
[was] placed in large plates, then carried to braziers
and burned, creating columns of black smoke. The partici-
pants, already dazed through deprivation, public hysteria
and massive blood loss, were culturally conditioned to expect

a hallucinatory experience (Schele and Miller 1986:178).

As among the Maya, priests in state societies may
pursue ecstatic religious experience. However, states gen-
erally attempt to suppress independent shamans or bring
them under bureaucratic control. Shamans claim the
ability to directly contact the supernatural without certi-
fication by any institutionalized religion, and this chal-
lenges the authority of church and state.

Although not universal, belief in the existence of witches
and sorcerers is a common element of many of the
world’s cultures.

What Are Witchcraft and Sorcery:
cnc 14 Sorcery:

/hat Are raft ar In some societies,
witcheraft is understood as a physical aspect of a person.
People are witches because their bodies contain a magical
witchcraft substance. They generally acquire this sub-
stance through inheritance and may not even be con-
scious that they possess it. If a person’s body contains the
witchcraft substance, his or her malevolent thoughts will
cause ill to befall those around him or her. For example,
the Azande, an East African group, believe that witches’
bodies contain a substance called mangu, which allows
them to cause misfortune and death to others (Evans-

witchcraft The ability to harm others by harboring malevolent
thoughts about them; the practice of sorcery.

sorcery The conscious and intentional use of magic.
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Pritchard 1958/1937). This sort of witchcraft is always
understood as causing evil to others. It is only thoughts
such as jealousy, envy, and rage that cause disease and ill
fortune. A witch'’s positive thoughts do not help others.
People are suspected of having the witchcraft substance
when evil befalls those around them, particularly family
members. Such witches are generally believed to be un-
able to prevent themselves from causing evil.

The conscious manipulation of words and ritual ob-
jects with the intent of magically causing either harm or
good is sorcery. Bone pointing, a magical technique of
sorcerers in Melanesia, is a good example of the use of
sorcery to cause illness. The sorcerer first makes a magi-
cal arrow of a pointed object. Then he catches sight of his
victim and viciously stabs the air as if to wound his vic-
tim and twist the point in the wound. Malinowski
(1984/1922:75) reports that “This, if carried out properly
and not counteracted by a still more powerful magician,
will never fail to kill a man.”

Cases of death from sorcery have been observed by
anthropologists in many parts of the world. In a study of
such reports, Walter Cannon (1942) argued that an indi-
vidual who was psychologically vulnerable to begin with
and aware that he or she was being attacked by sorcery
would exhibit an extreme stress reaction that would have
profound physiological effects. Such an individual may
despair, lose his or her appetite, and slowly starve to
death, unable to overcome the inertia caused by the belief
that he or she is a victim. Persistent terror and the weak-
ening effects of hunger may make the victim vulnerable
to infectious agents as well as stroke and heart attack.
Much work in biomedicine in the past 60 years confirms
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Cannon'’s ideas and details the specitic biochemi-
cal pathways through which such reactions may
occur (Sternberg 2002).

Accusations of Witchcraft or Sorcery Although
people do actually practice witchcraft and sorcery,
their main effects on society are probably through
accusations. Leveling witchcraft or sorcery accusa-
tions against friends and neighbors is common in
many cultures and serves various purposes.

The most frequent form of witchcraft accusa-
tion serves to stigmatize differences. People who
do not fit into conventional social categories are
often suspected of witchcraft. The European and
American image of the witch as an evil old hag
dressed in black is a good example. In traditional
Western European society, social norms dictated

that women should have husbands and children ure, |

(or alternatively, they might become nuns). Im-
poverished women who remained in the commu-
nity yet were unmarried or widowed without
children violated this social convention and might be
subject to witchcraft accusations. It is they who would
have appeared as old hags dressed in black (Brain 1989;
Horsley 1979). Those accused of witchcraft because they
fail to conform may be ostracized and harassed but are
unlikely to be killed or driven out of the community.
They are valuable as negative role models, examples of
what not to be. The lesson that a young girl might derive
from the witch is: get married and have children or you
might end up a witch.

Witchcraft and sorcery accusations may also be used
to scapegoat. In times of great social change, when war,
disease, calamity, or technological change undermines
the social order, people’s lives lose meaning. Under such
circumstances, they may well turn to accusations of
witchcraft. They may conclude that witches and sorcer-
ers are responsible for their misfortunes and must be
found and destroyed for their own lives to be improved.

Although we often think of witch-hunting as belong-
ing to the Middle Ages, during that era the social order
remained stable and accusations of witchcraft were fairly
rare. The witch craze belongs to the 1500s and 1600s, a
time of great artistic and technological achievement but
social disaster. Plague swept repeatedly through Europe,
and the medieval social and religious order collapsed in
war and chaos. Where governments and religious institu-
tions remained strong, witchcraft accusations were rela-
tively scarce. However, in areas where these institutions
collapsed, accusations were frequent (Behringer 2004).
Under conditions of instability, people were willing to
believe that witches were the cause of their misery and
pursue reprisals against people they suspected of witch-
craft. The accused witch who is a social deviant may be
scorned and ostracized, but witches who are believed re-
sponsible for wide-scale social disaster are more likely to

V/iccans are members of a religion of natui

Ish, of Salem, Ma: ph priestess of

he drum is used to raise energy

during Wiccan ceremonies.

be killed or banished. Current scholarship estimates that
about 50,000 Europeans were murdered as witches, half
of these within the borders of current-day Germany
(Behringer 2004:149-150).

| I ] IC , ( pajs Recent
times in Europe and the United States have seen the
emergence of religious worshippers who call themselves
witches, Wiccans, or neopagans. A basic principle of most
Wiccan belief is the threefold law, which proclaims that
whatever good or ill people do in the world returns to
them three times. Wiccans are no more likely to commit
evil acts than are members of more mainstream reli-
gions.

Many Wiccan beliefs are derived from the work of
19th and 20th-century authors, particularly Gerald Gardner.
Gardner claimed to have rediscovered the ancient beliefs
of an aboriginal fairy race, and many Wiccans today say
that they practice an ancient pre-Christian religion of
nature worship. However, most scholars believe that
Gardner composed his religion from a variety of modern
sources (Hutton 1999; A. Kelly 1991; Orion 1995). This
doesn’t matter much to most Wiccans. For example,
Diotima Mantincia, associate editor of the Witch’s Voice
website (http://www.witchvox.com), says: “It doesn't
matter to me how old Wicca is because when I connect
with Deity as Lady and Lord I know I am connecting
with something much larger and vaster than I can fully
comprehend” (in Allen, 2001).

Mo« n Witch Wiccans

Wiccan (or neopagan) A member of a new religion that claims de-
scent from pre-Christian nature worship. A modern-day witch.
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It is not clear how many Wiccans and neopagans
there are. Many current estimates put the figure at some-
where between 100,000 and 200,000. The majority of
Wiccans and neopagans live in the wealthy countries of
North America and Europe. The majority, perhaps about
two-thirds, are female and they have a higher than aver-
age level of education (Orion 1995:66).

Religion and Change

As we have seen, religion is generally a force that pre-
serves the social order. This may be particularly evident
in stratified societies where the elite invoke religious au-
thority to control the poor. In such situations, religion
acts as a way of maintaining social, economic, and politi-
cal inequality. However, even when religion does not
support oppression, it is usually a conservative force,
promoting the idea that the way that society has histori-
cally been ordered is right and proper.

Most religions contain implicit or explicit visions of
the ideal society—images of the way a correct, just social
order should look. No society actually achieves its vision;
people never live exactly the way they are supposed to.
However, most of the time religion validates society. The
image of society as it should be is not so different from
life in society as it is. As a result, most people feel that the
society they live in is reasonably good (or the best avail-
able). If it hasn't achieved the perfection their beliefs tell
them to strive for, it is at least on the right path.

However, if societies change very rapidly (as a result
of colonization, disease, or technological change) or if
groups are systematically enslaved and oppressed, the
vision of the ideal world painted by people’s religious
beliefs may move far from their daily experience. People
may feel that they are lost, that their vision of the ideal
cannot be attained, or that, in light of new developments,
it is simply wrong. Under these conditions, prophets may
emerge, and new religions may be created. Religious
movements vary in the effectiveness with which they
bring social and political change. Even those that fail in
these respects may create powerful new identities among
their members.

In the United States, rapid cultural and economic
change, economic oppression, powerlessness, and ano-
mie experienced by different social groups have fre-
quently led to new religious movements, sometimes with
dire results. The prophecies of People’s Temple leader

nativism Focusing on the return of society to an earlier time that be-
lievers understand as better, more holy, than the current era.

vitalism Looking toward the creation of a utopian future that does not
resemble a past golden age.
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Jim Jones or the Branch Davidian David Koresh provided
new lives for their followers, giving them consistent and
meaningful (if, in others’ view, misguided) ways of under-
standing the world. However, these prophecies also led to
the deaths of Jones, Koresh, and most of their followers.

Religion offers a series of principles, encapsulated in
story, symbol, and interpretation. Believers organize their
lives around these, with varying results. Religion can be
a powerful force for social change, providing people with
the rationale and motivation for political involvement
and personal renewal. From the Iranian Revolution and
the Taliban to the Christian Coalition and the 700 Club,
religious leaders can have a powerful political impact.
However, prophets may also give their followers convinc-
ing models that cannot exist in our material, social, and
political world. When that happens, the results may be
explosive.

To begin a new religion or create a substantial modifica-
tion in an existing religion, prophets must have a code
that consists of at least three elements: they must iden-
tify what is wrong with the world, present a vision of
what a better world to come might look like, and describe
a method of transition from the existing world to the bet-
ter world. Religious movements can, to some degree, be
characterized by the nature of their understanding of the
world to come and the methods for achieving that
world.

Many religious movements are either nativistic or
vitalistic. A nativistic movement aims to restore what its
followers believe is a golden age of the past. The nativis-
tic message is generally that things in the past were far
better than at present. The reason things have degener-
ated is because the people have fallen away from the
ways of the ancestors. The glorious past may be regained
if certain practices are followed. The Ghost Dance, de-
scribed in the next section, is a good example of a nativ-
istic prophesy.

A vitalistic prophesy looks to the future rather than
the past. For the vitalist, the past is seen as either evil or
neutral. The golden age is in the future and can be
achieved following the teachings of the prophet. The
Rastafarian religion described in the “Ethnography” sec-
tion in this chapter is a good example of a vitalist reli-
gion. Though it is not specifically religious, another ex-
ample of a vitalism with which most Americans are
familiar is Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech.
In that speech, King describes a future where “the sons
of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will
be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood”
and where children “will not be judged by the color of
their skin but by the content of their character.” King
thus looks ahead to a then unprecedented chapter in
American history.




Often, the poor and powerless in a society create re-
ligions that challenge those of the mainstream. Such reli-
gions may rationalize their lower social position and
emphasize an afterlife in which their suffering will be
rewarded. In some cases, these religions have a messianic
outlook; they focus on the coming of a special individual
who will usher in a utopian world. Other religions are
millenarian; they look to a future cataclysm or disaster that
will destroy the current world and establish in its wake a
world characterized by their version of justice. In many
messianic and millenarian religions, members partici-
pate in rituals that give individuals direct access to super-
natural power. They experience states of ecstasy height-
ened by singing, dancing, handling dangerous objects
such as snakes, or using drugs.

The holiness churches common in Appalachia among
coal miners and other rural poor who lead difficult and
dangerous lives are a good example of a religion that has
emerged in response to poverty and hardship. In church
services, loud music, singing, and dancing cause some
members to experience “being filled with the Holy Spirit.”
In this ecstatic state, they handle poisonous snakes, fre-
quently throwing them at each other. Snake handlers are
frequently bit and sometimes die. However, for mem-
bers, snake handling proves that “Jesus has the power to
deliver them from death here and now” (Daugherty
1993:344). For holiness congregation members, practices
such as snake handling, faith healing, and glossolalia
(speaking in tongues) are daily demonstrations of their
ability to gain access to God’s power. The fact that social
elites are rarely members of such groups is proof that
holiness members have access to forms of power that
social elites lack (T. Burton 1993; Covington 1995).

Religious syncretism is often found among deeply
oppressed people. In syncretism, people merge two or
more religious traditions, hiding the beliefs, symbols, and
practices of one behind similar attributes of the other.
Santeria, an African-based religion originating in Cuba, is
a good example (J. Murphy 1989). Santeria emerged from
slave society. Europeans attempted to suppress African
religions, but the slaves resisted by combining African
religion, Catholicism, and French spiritualism to create a
new religion (Lefever 1996). They identified African dei-
ties, called orichas, with Catholic saints and used them for
traditional purposes: curing, casting spells, and influenc-
ing other aspects of the worshipper’s life. In this way,
they could appear to practice Catholicism to their mas-
ters as they continued to practice their own religions as
well. Each oricha-saint has distinct attributes and is be-
lieved to control a specific aspect of human life. For ex-
ample, Orunmila, identified with Saint Francis of Assisi,
is believed to know each person’s destiny and can there-
fore give guidance about how to improve one’s fate.
Santeria has spread through the Spanish Caribbean, Bra-
zil, and North America, taking different forms in differ-
ent locations.
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The history of native North America provides a particu-
larly good example of religious innovation. The Euro-
pean and (involuntary) African invasion brought disaster
to Native American societies. Disease, warfare, and tech-
nological change undermined traditional native lifeways
and belief systems. In this situation, a series of prophets
and religious movements emerged. These included the
prophetic movements of Handsome Lake, the Delaware
Prophet, the Shawnee Prophet, and the Ghost Dance
movement. As with the Rastafarian movement described
in the “Ethnography” box, the timing and particular be-
liefs of these movements were closely tied to the social
and political positions of their followers.

The visions of the Ghost Dance prophets of the sec-
ond half of the 19th century were directly related to the
expansion of Euro-American power. In the late 1860s,
Wodziwab, a Northern Paiute Indian living in the Sierra
Nevada, became the first Ghost Dance prophet. Wovoka,

messianic Focusing on the coming of an individual who will usher in
a utopian world.

millenarian Focusing on a coming catastrophe will signal the begin-
ning of a new age and the eventual establishment of paradise.

syncretism The merging of elements of two or more religious tradi-
tions to produce a new religion.

oricha An African deity identified with a Catholic saint in Voudou and
Santeria.

Chost Dance A Native American religious movement of the late 19th
century.
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The Rastafari: Religion and Resistance to Domination

The Rastafari religion began on the
Caribbean island of Jamaica in the 1930s, a
time when much of the Jamaican peasantry
was being incorporated into the emerging
capitalist economy as wage labor. Since that
time, the Rastafari have spread throughout
the Caribbean, into parts of the African
states of Kenya and Ethiopia, and to the ur-
ban centers of the United States, England,
and Canada. The Rastafari are an example of
the successful emergence of a new religion
that resists the culture that surrounds it.

In the 19th century, after slavery had
ended in Jamaica, a peasant economy devel-
oped, organized around a system of local-
ized, small-scale exchanges involving inter-
personal networks of extended kin. But by
the 1920s, capitalism, primarily in the form
of the American United Fruit Company, had
considerably undermined the peasant econ-
omy. Some Jamaicans benefited, but there
was substantial racial stratification. Whites
and mulattos accumulated wealth at the ex-
pense of black peasants. Lacking land or
wages, these peasants soon found them-
selves penniless. As Jamaica became in-
creasingly tied to the capital provided by the
international economy, the pool of landless
unemployed grew. By the mid-1930s, they
numbered in the hundreds of thousands.

It was out of this milieu that the
Rastafarians emerged. In 1930, Ras (Duke)
Tafari was crowned emperor Haile Selassie |
of Ethiopia. In Jamaica, the splendid corona-
tion ceremonies, during which Ras Tafari
was proclaimed “King of Kings” and “Lion
of Judah,” included a retinue of European
dignitaries paying homage to the emperor
and drew enormous publicity. Shortly after
this event, Leonard Howell, a former cook in
the U.S. Army (Lewis 1998), had a prophetic
revelation. Born in 1898, Howell lived in the

JAMAICA
Kingston,

} SR

United States from 1918 to 1932. Probably
influenced by Trinidadian black nationalist
George Padmore (Chevannes 1994), on his
return to Jamaica in 1932 Howell declared
that the coronation of Haile Selassie fulfilled
biblical prophecies: Haile Selassie was the
messiah and the hope of freedom for all
black people. Howell proclaimed:

People, you are poor but you are rich, be-
cause God planted mines of diamonds and
gold for you in Africa, your homeland. Our
King has come to redeem you home to your

motherland, Africa. (W. Lewis 1993)

Although Howell is generally credited
with being the first preacher of Rastafari,
others had similar visions—among them,
Robert Hinds, Joseph (Teacher) Hibbert,
and Archibald Dunkley.

The Rasta leaders founded communi-
ties in and around Kingston, Jamaica, that
emphasized what they understood as tradi-
tional African values. Haile Selassie be-
came their central symbol, embodying the
value of cooperative work efforts, respect
for life, and the unity of all peoples of Afri-
can descent. Through their belief that he is
the messiah (a faith that his overthrow and

assassination in 1974 did nothing to dimin-
ish), the Rastas affirm blackness and their
African roots. Through him, they proclaim
their rejection of the values of capitalist
society and the competitive marketplace.

A central theme in Rasta philosophy is
return to Africa. The concept of return has
several meanings. It may mean a literal
passage to Africa, and some Rastas did
actually move to Africa (though with little
economic or social success). Alternatively,
return may be interpreted as a call to live
what Rastafarians believe are African life-
styles in whichever country they find them-
selves.

Two other important symbols of Rasta-
farian culture are the use of marijuana and
a special vocabulary. The use of ganja (mar-
ijuana) has been common on Jamaican ag-
ricultural estates since the turn of the cen-
tury and is considered a legitimate part of
Jamaican working-class life. Although it was
illegal, the upper classes approved of ganja
use because it acted as a stimulant and an
incentive to work. Rastafari, however, have
reversed these meanings. To them, ganja is
a tool of illumination. They use it to stimu-
late discussion at ‘“reasoning sessions,”
where they gather to interpret biblical pas-
sages and to share beliefs about freedom,
slavery, colonialism, and racism. Ganja, they
believe, allows them to see through the evils
of the bourgeois world, understand the
roots of their oppression, and verify the au-
thenticity of the Rasta lifestyle. Thus,
whereas traditional use of ganja in Jamaica
supported the dominant society, Rasta use
subverts it.

In addition, the illegal sale of marijuana
is part of the underground economy of
many Rasta groups. The networks for grow-
ing it, preparing it for sale, and distributing

the second Ghost Dance prophet, was the son of an early
follower of Wodziwab and had probably seen the Ghost
Dance and heard its prophecies as a boy. Both prophets
foresaw that the ancestors would return on an immense
train. Following this event, a cataclysm would swallow

308 | CHAPTER 13 |

up all the whites but leave their goods behind for the Na-
tive Americans who became his followers. Heaven on
earth would follow, and the Great Spirit would return to
live with the people (de Waal Malefijt 1968:344; Mooney
1973:771/1896). Wodziwab and Wovoka taught that the




Ra#tafarians are members of a religion of resistance that

started in the 1930s.

it are all based on friendship, alliances, and
reciprocity. Although the Rastas have en-
countered difficulties with law enforcement
in connection with their use and sale of
marijuana, ganja has provided the Rastas
with a livelihood that allows them indepen-
dence and freedom from the capitalist sys-
tem, a position they value highly. Ultimately,
many Rastafarians hope that their world
will become more and more based on reci-
procity and redistribution and that money
as a medium of exchange will disappear
from their community.

Rastafarian linguistic usages include the
invention of I-centered words, phrases, and

suffixes, such as ital for vi-
tal; and the replacement of
such diminutive prefixes
as under- and sub- by their
opposites. For example,
understand is  rendered
overstand. For Rastas, the
use of I-centered words fo-
cuses attention on the
radical equality of all peo-
ple and their identity with
God. As one said:

Who is you? There is no
you. There is only |, | and I. |
is you, | is God, lis I. . ..
We are all each other and
one with God because it is
the same life energy that
flows within all of us (in
Homiak 1998:167).

Rejecting  aspirations
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of social mobility and par-
ticipation in wage labor,
the Rastas fashion a liveli-
hood by forming networks
of cooperation. In Jamaica,

they engage in fishing, handicrafts, and hus-
tling in the cities and, in the rural areas, in
family-based subsistence agriculture with
minimal involvement in the market economy.
The small group of Rastas living in Shashem-
ane, Ethiopia, rely on their agricultural pro-
duce and financial donations from abroad. In
urban England, Canada, and the United
States, Rasta economic activities tend to be
small-scale cooperative businesses such as
eateries, craft shops, small clothing stores,
and the illegal sale of marijuana. All of these
enterprises are based on the productivity of
extended family networks, and Rastafari cir-
culate their wealth through the community in

the form of gifts, loans, parties, and many
other personalized relationships.

The Rastas draw boundaries around
themselves to exclude the outside world
from participation in their economic and
social relationships. There is strong solidar-
ity against outsiders, particularly those in
positions of authority. Rastas have rejected
much of the social and psychological orien-
tation of modern society, which they call
Babylon. Although much of Rastafarian cul-
ture reflects the milieu out of which it
emerged, including sources in the Hebrew
and Christian testaments, Rastas have cre-
ated a new religion and culture that allow
them to survive in a manner consistent
with their own worldview.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. The Rasta movement arose in Jamaica
but has gained enormous popularity
worldwide. What sorts of people are
likely to be attracted to the Rasta mes-
sage, and what elements of that mes-
sage are likely to be particularly appeal-
ing to them?

2. Rastafarians are probably better known
worldwide for their association with
reggae music than with specific reli-
gious beliefs. Consider a reggae song
by a major artist such as Bob Marley,
Burning Spear, or Peter Tosh (do some
research if you are not familiar with any
of these artists). How do the lyrics re-
flect Rasta religious belief?

3. There are many new religions in the
United States. Are any of them similar
to the Rasta movement? In what ways
are they similar?

Source: Adapted with permission from William F.
Lewis, Soul Rebels: The Rastafari. Prospect Heights, IL:
Waveland, 1993.

arrival of paradise could be hastened by specific rituals,
including a series of dances, songs, and, in the case of
Wovoka, the wearing of special clothing painted with
designs he saw in his visions. Some of Wovoka’s follow-
ers believed that these shirts had the power to protect

them from bullets. Although Wovoka called for peace
with the whites, he also taught that the whites would ei-
ther be carried away by high winds or become Indians
(Lesser 1933), and he urged Indians to return to their
traditional practices.
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The Ghost Dance prophecy was welcomed by many
Native Americans who sent representatives to speak with
Wovoka and learn the rituals of the Ghost Dance. The
tribes heard the Ghost Dance vision in diverse ways, but
it received its most radical interpretation among the
Sioux, for whom the conditions of conquest and reserva-
tion life were particularly oppressive. Although the Sioux
had defeated Custer at the Little Big Horn in 1876, they
were eventually forced into submission. Starved and ex-
pected to survive by agriculture on nonproductive lands,
they found a vision that promised the disappearance of
their oppressors and the return of traditional ways ex-
tremely appealing.

During the fall of 1890, Ghost Dancing spread among
the Sioux. Government agents were frightened by the
popularity of the dance and the Sioux belief that the
whites would shortly disappear. They ordered the Sioux
to stop the dance; some but not all Sioux groups obeyed.
The government tried to suppress the remaining dancers,
but they fled into the badlands to perform the Ghost
Dance ceremonies and await the cataclysm that would
sweep the oppressors from the plains. A complex series
of moves followed as the government tried to force an
end to the Ghost Dance. The final act of the drama oc-

Native American Church A religious revitalization movement among
Native Americans, also known as the peyote religion.
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curred on December 28 and 29, 1890, when the Seventh
Cavalry, the same unit that had been destroyed by the
Sioux at the Little Bighorn, captured the last remaining
band of Ghost Dancers. In the battle that ensued at
Wounded Knee, about 350 Sioux Ghost Dancers, includ-
ing many women and children, were killed, and the no-
tion that doing Ghost Dance rituals would hasten the
disappearance of the whites or protect Native Americans
from them lost credibility.

The Ghost Dance religion did not end with the battle
at Wounded Knee. Especially in Oklahoma, people con-
tinued to do the Ghost Dance into the 1930s, and one
group of adherents continued to practice until the 1960s
(Kehoe 1989). However, after Wounded Knee, the Ghost
Dance declined, and by the first years of the 20th century,
few people practiced it.

Another religion that appeared at about the same
time as the Ghost Dance, however, prospered and has
become a major force in Native American communities.
The Native American Church, sometimes known as the
peyote religion, now has between 250,000 and 500,000
members in the United States and Canada (“For Indian
Church” 1995; “Field Full of Buttons” 1999).

A small, hallucinogenic cactus, peyote grows only
in south Texas and northern Mexico. Although peyote
has long been used in religious rituals by indigenous
peoples in Mexico and South Texas, until the late 19th
century it did not spread from this area. The spread of
the modern peyote ceremony was due largely to the ef-




forts of Comanche, Kiowa, and Caddo leaders, including
Quannah Parker, Apiaton (Wooden Lance), and John
Wilson. Some of them had visited Wovoka, the Ghost
Dance prophet, but all had rejected his teachings (Stewart
1987:80). Peyote leaders (called Roadmen) taught that God
was accessible to Indians through the sacrament of peyote.
In all-night meetings, members of the Native American
Church chew peyote, pray and sing, and experience the
presence of God. Quannah Parker said, “When an Indian
Peyotist goes to [a peyote ceremonial meeting| he talks to
God, and not about what man has written in the scriptures
about what God said” (quoted in Brito 1989:14).

Although the use of a hallucinogen to achieve com-
munion with the supernatural may seem an affront to
mainstream American society, church leaders preached a
vision they called the Peyote Road. The elements of the
Peyote Road include abstinence from alcohol, attentive-
ness to family obligations, marital fidelity, self-support,
helpfulness among members of the group, and attempt-
ing to live at peace with all peoples (Brito 1989; Stewart
1987). These are all values that are likely to be supported
by Americans of any ethnic origin. The teachings of the
Native American Church provide a pathway through
which Native Americans can operate successfully in
mainstream American society. At the same time, the no-
tion that, for Native Americans, communion with God is
possible through the use of peyote and the rituals sur-
rounding it separates them from other Americans and
allows them to affirm their identity. Thus, the church has
been successful because it simultaneously allows its
members to reinforce their identity and adapt to the de-
mands of the larger society.

In the past two decades, there has been an increase in re-
ligious fundamentalism. Islamic fundamentalism is im-
plicated in the attacks of 9/11, the war in Afghanistan, at-
tacks in London and Madrid, the continuing violence in
Israel, Gaza, and the West Bank, as well as numerous
other conflicts around the world. Membership in Ameri-
can Christian denominations that describe themselves as
fundamentalist has ballooned. For example, between 1960
and 2000, membership in various Pentecostal churches
rose from about 2 million to about 12 million. At the same
time membership in less conservative churches fell. The
Episcopal Church, for example, had about 3.5 million
members in 1960 but had fallen to about 2 million by
2000. Jewish ultraorthodox groups such as the Lubavitch
Hassidim have also been growing. Christian fundamental-
ism and Islamic fundamentalism are most in the news in
the United States, but other fundamentalisms have been
growing in importance as well. For example, in India,
there are numerous Hindu fundamentalist organizations
including the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which plays a
very important role in national politics.

Although members of fundamentalist groups some-
times see their religious beliefs as unchanging, the rise of
fundamentalism is an important religious change. Fur-
ther, fundamentalist movements tend to have specific
original leaders and points of origin. For example, much
of the American fundamentalist movement began with
the publication of The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the
Truth, a series of books published between 1910 and 1915.
More than 3 million copies of these books were given to
American Christian religious leaders. Modern Islamic
fundamentalism is associated with the work of Sayyid
Qutb (born in the Egyptian village of Musha described in
Chapter 6) and the Muslim Brotherhood.

The rise of fundamentalism raises important ques-
tions for anthropologists. Three questions seem particu-
larly critical. First, it is clear that the people we call fun-
damentalist have greatly varying beliefs. Hindu and
Christian fundamentalists will find little to agree upon.
Despite differences in belief, do fundamentalist groups
have commonalities? Second, have these groups emerged
in response to purely local forces or are there global
forces at work that have encouraged the development of
fundamentalism in so many different locations? Finally,
is fundamentalism a problem and if so, what should be
done about it? None of these questions can be answered
easily or definitively, but we can propose some partial
explanations.

Scholars have shown that fundamentalisms through-
out the world have similar properties. Fundamentalists
tend to see religion as the basis for both personal and
communal identity. They tend to believe that there is a
single unified truth and that they can possess and under-
stand it. They tend to envision themselves as fighting in
a cosmic struggle of good against evil. In this battle, de-
monizing the opposition is a perfectly appropriate tactic.
Fundamentalists tend to perceive themselves as a perse-
cuted minority even when this is not the case. They are
selective about which parts of their tradition they empha-
size and which parts of modernity they accept and reject
(Almond, Sivan, and Appleby 1995; Haddon and Shupe
1989).

Determining the reasons for the surge in the popu-
larity of fundamentalism is enormously difficult. To
some degree, the pattern of emergence fits the model
described in this chapter. In the past 50 years, the world
has faced truly revolutionary changes. The forces of tech-
nology and global capitalism have permeated societies
and brought people of disparate cultures together in a
vast global network. However, this process has not been
peaceful and has not produced equity. Traditional liveli-
hoods, from cloth dying in West Africa to family farming

Peyote Road The moral principles followed by members of the Native
American Church.
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in the Midwestern United States, have been undermined.
The gap between the wealthy and the poor, both within
societies and between them, has grown. Governments
that seemed to offer the possibility of peace and prosper-
ity have been discredited. Faced with profound change,
people look for stability and certainty. For some, funda-
mentalism of various kinds seems to hold this promise.
Much (but not all) fundamentalism is nativistic; it
presents a call to purification, to a return to the society
and values of an earlier time, a time that believers under-
stand as better, more holy, than the current era. However,
it is also true that specific local histories play an ex-
tremely important role in the emergence of fundamental-
isms. It would be impossible, for example, to explain the
appearance of the fundamentalist radical group Hamas
without reference to specific aspects of the long Israeli—
Palestinian conflict. Similarly, the development of the
Taliban is directly related to the events surrounding the
Russian invasion of Afghanistan.

The forces that create rich ground for fundamental-
ism do not seem likely to abate any time soon. In fact,
continual political and technological change seems likely
to create even more extreme dislocations in the future.

Although many people
think of the United States
as having an extremely sec-
ular culture, it is actually
one of the world’s most reli-
gious industrialized nations.
When the French traveler
and political philosopher
Alexis de Tocqueville vis-
ited America in 1831, the
religious aspect of the coun-
try was the first thing that
struck his attention (1956:
319/1835-1840).  Addition-
ally, America has a long his-
tory of religious diversity.
In that same era, the French
diplomat Talleyrand is re-
ported to have complained
that the United States had
32 religions but only one
sauce (Smith 2002).

Today, 96 percent of Americans say they believe in
God. Church attendance has risen steadily in recent years
(Warner 2005). In 1940, only about 37 percent of
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The Most Rev. Francisco Gonzalez, Rabbi Haskel Lookstein, and Dr.
Ingrid Mattson, president of the Islamic Society of North America,
join others including Dr. Uma Mysorekar, president of the Hindu
Temple Society of North America, and Archbishop Demetrios, Pri-
mate of the Greek Orthodox Church in America, at the Presidential
Inaugural prayer service in January 2009.

The various fundamentalisms will probably continue to
experience strong growth. This poses an extraordinarily
difficult problem. On the one hand, people are surely
entitled to their religious beliefs. The vast majority of
people who might be classified as fundamentalist are in-
nocent of any wrongdoing; they neither promote nor
condone violence. They live peacefully with neighbors of
different religious beliefs. On the other hand, fundamen-
talist beliefs have been repeatedly implicated in murder-
ous violence: from the bombings of abortion clinics and
the Olympic Games in Atlanta to the 9/11 attacks on the
United States to the repeated anti-Muslim and anti-Sikh
violence perpetrated by Hindu fundamentalists in India.

There is no doubt that much violence is enflamed by
the harsh political and economic conditions of life and by
the subversion of long-standing cultural practices. Pro-
moting prosperity, more equitable distribution of re-
sources, greater cultural sensitivity, and more responsive
and honest government will certainly reduce popular
support for violence. However, a small percentage of be-
lievers in all fundamentalist traditions understand the
world in absolutist terms and see violence as a divinely
ordained response.

The Global and the Local: The ’Gl_obalization of Reli

Americans attended church
regularly; today, according
to the world values survey
(Morin 1998), 44 percent
do. This compares with 27
percent in Great Britain, 21
percent in France, and 4
percent in Sweden.

Not only are more
Americans participating in
religion, but religious diver-
sity is increasing. There
have been Muslim, Hindu,
and Buddhist communities
in America for more than a
century, but these groups
have grown enormously
over the past several de-
cades. In A New Religious
America (2001) Diana Eck
of Harvard University’s
Pluralism Project reports
that the changes in U.S. immigration policies that have
drawn new immigrants from India, Pakistan, China, Ko-
rea, Vietnam, and elsewhere have resulted in large in-
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creases in minority religions. These religions have drawn
new American converts as well.

In the 1970s, members of non-Judeo-Christian reli-
gions accounted for less than 1 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion. By the early 2000s, that number had grown to about
2.5 percent. Estimates of the membership of many reli-
gions are highly controversial, but in rough numbers, the
Buddhist population is currently about 2.3 million and the
Hindu population about 1.1 million (Smith 2002). Accord-
ing to Eck (2003:38), Los Angeles, home to many Asian
immigrants, is “the most complex Buddhist city on Earth.”
Estimates of the Muslim population range from about 2
million (Smith 2001) to more than twice that number.

One result of the growth of these religions has been
an explosion in the construction of places of worship.
There are Buddhist and Hindu temples, mosques, and Is-
lamic learning centers in most large American cities. Al-
though these celebrate their respective traditions, they
have in many cases become quite Americanized, offering
classes, youth programs, and scout troops, programs simi-
lar to those often offered by churches and synagogues.

Eck points out that as religions expand they often
meet with hostility. Thus, Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists
have frequently faced opposition from local groups and
corporations. Zoning boards have sometimes denied
them permission to build places of worship, and corpora-
tions sometimes tried to prohibit traditional garb such as
head scarves. The conservative Christian Family Research
Council attacked the U.S. House of Representatives for
allowing a Hindu to offer the daily prayer. Pat Robertson,
founder of the Christian Coalition, has repeatedly at-
tacked Islam, calling it a religion that seeks to control,
dominate, or, if need be, destroy others.

Despite some incidents of bigotry, most Americans
have responded with tolerance. A good indication of this

Il religions have in c > The
enormous variety in peoples beliefs and practlces
worldwide makes religion difficult to define. However,
all religions are composed of stories, make extensive
use of symbols, have immeasurable beings, powers,
and states, have rituals, have specific practitioners,
and undergo change.

Through religion,
people create meaning and order in their world. Reli-
gion has many functions. Some of the most significant
are explaining aspects of the physical and social envi-
ronment, reducing anxiety in risky situations, increas-
ing social solidarity, educating, ensuring conformity,
maintaining social inequalities, and regulating the re-

was the public reaction to the terrorist attacks of g/11.
Although in the month that followed the attack there
were about 700 hate crimes committed against Muslims
and Hindus, the overwhelming majority of Americans
rejected hatred and reacted with support. In one inci-
dent, an attack on a mosque in Toledo, a Christian radio
station called for people to come to the mosque and pray
in solidarity with its members. More than 1500 individu-
als of all faiths came to join hands around the mosque.
Around the nation, political and religious leaders from all
groups and parties called for tolerance and support for
the American Muslim community.

Mosques and temples are increasingly joining
churches and synagogues on the American landscape.
But if the acceptance of religious diversity holds a prom-
ise for members of minority religions, it hides a danger
as well. Pressures for assimilation are strong, and it is
difficult for members of minority religions to preserve
their beliefs, practices, and identity. For example, the
2008 American Religious Identification Survey showed
that Asian Americans are substantially more likely to in-
dicate no religious identity than other racial or ethnic
groups (Kosmin and Keysar 2009).

1. Do you believe the increasing diversity of religion in
America will result in meaningful changes in American
politics?

2. In many countries, religious groups have fought each
other. Thus far, this has not happened in the United
States. Why do you think this is the case? Will there
be religious violence in the American future?

3. How have religions in America influenced each other?
Have you incorporated beliefs and practices from
various religions in your own beliefs? Will you?

lationship of a group of people to their natural envi-
ronment.
igion? Sacred narratives, sometimes called myths,
are stories that express religious ideas. Sacred narra-
tives explain and validate or legitimize beliefs, values,
and customs.

/hat is the importance of symbols in religion? Religious
symbols are a means by Whlch abstract ideas can be
expressed in terms that most people can grasp.

KL I
1atl

Most religions assume the world to be populated
with nonempirical beings. Religions teach that such
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beings have life, personality, and power. Some com-
mon forms are gods, spirits, and tricksters. Addition-
ally, religions usually postulate that people, objects, or
places may be imbued with spiritual power, or mana.

is liminality and what is its importance in religion?
Many rituals involve llmmallty, or “betweeness.” In
states of liminality normal social rules may be over-
turned and people may experience temporary states

of equality and oneness, or communitas.

sage? A rite of passage is a public

rltual that ma1ks a pelson ’s transition from one status
to another. Examples of rites of passage include initia-
tion rituals, marriages, and funerals.

What is a rite of intensification? A rite of intensification
is a ritual that strengthens group identity and rein-
forces the values and norms of the community. Rites
of intensification often involve the use of totems, ani-
mals, plants, or other aspects of the natural world that
are held to be ancestral to a group or have a strong
relationship with it.

Tk

. . .
nat are prayer, sacrifce, and mag

? What are critical dif

ences among them? Prayer, sacrifice, and magic are
rituals used by individuals and groups to interact with
the world of the supernatural. Most religions include
examples of all three. The key difference between the
three is the degree to which people believe their own
actions determine outcomes. Also common is the use
of divination, a religious technique to discover the
hidden.

7] O 1 1 1 +1
Wh

hat are shamans and where are they found? Shamans
are religious practitioners whose legitimacy depends
on their ability to achieve direct contact with the su-
pernatural world. They are not members of bureaucra-
cies and often mediate between their communities
and the supernatural world. Shamans are found in
most societies.

Y/l s . 1 ’
1at priests and where are

they found? Priests are
plofesswnal religious specialists who hold offices in
bureaucracies. Although priests’ authority depends on
their official positions, they may also use ecstatic tech-
niques to contact the supernatural. Priests are typical

of socially stratified societies.
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What is the difference between witchcraft and sorcery?
Witchcraft and sorcery are common elements of be-
lief in many societies. Some anthropologists differen-
tiate between witches and sorcerers. Witches are peo-
ple who unconsciously use their evil thoughts to harm
people. Sorcerers use magic for both good and evil
purposes.

What are the critical functions of accusations of witchcraft
and sorcery? Although people do perform magic, accu-
sations that others are sorcerers or witches probably
have a greater effect on society. Such accusations may
function to promote conformity and explain cata-
strophic events.

What are the varieties of religious prophecy and under what

conditions are they most likely to occur PIOpheCIeS can
be described as looking back to a previous time (nativ-
istic), looking forward to a utopian future (vitalistic),
or merging elements of two or more religious systems
(syncretic). Prophecies are most likely to be successful
under conditions of oppression, radical change, and
loss of identity.

What was the Ghost Dance and what is the Native Ameri-
can Church? The Ghost Dance was a Native American
religious movement of the late 19th century. Ghost
Dance prophets envisioned the restoration of Native
American power in the western United States. The
Native American Church is a religious movement
originating in the 19th century and teaching that God
is accessible to Native Americans through the use of
peyote.

Under what conditions does fundamentalism occur and
s? Fundamentalism tends to
occur in times of rapid change. Fundamentalists view

what are its characteristic

religion as the basis for both personal and communal
identity and believe that there is a single truth that
they can know. They understand the world as a battle
between good and evil and believe they are a perse-
cuted minority even when this is not the case. Funda-
mentalists are selective about the parts of their tradi-
tion they emphasize and the parts of modernity they
reject.




animatism
animism
antistructure
communitas
contagious magic
cosmology
divination
Ghost Dance
god

imitative magic
liminal

magic

mana
messianic

millenarian

monotheism
multivalent

myths

Native American Church
nativism

oricha

Peyote Road
pharmacopoeia
polytheism

prayer

priest

religion

rite of intensification

Brown, Karen McCarthy. 2001. Mama Lola: A Vodou Priestess in
Brooklyn. Berkeley: University of California Press. This out-
standing person-centered account illustrates that ethnogra-
phy is a human relationship and introduces a fascinating reli-

gion to the reader.
Covington, Dennis. 1995. Salvation on Sand Mountain: Snake

Handling and Redemption in Southern Appalachia. Reading,
MA: Addison-Wesley. This powerful account of a snake-
handling church in Alabama gives readers a sense of the
meaning of holiness worship and raises important questions.
Fadiman, Anne. 1998. The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down.

New York: Farrar, Straus, & Giroux. In this engrossing and

rite of passage
ritual

sacred narratives
sacrifice

shaman
sorcery ‘ '
syncretism ‘
totem i
totemism

trickster

vision quest

vitalism

Wiccan (or neopagan)

witchcraft

tragic book Fadiman explores the conflicts between spiritual
and scientific understandings of disease. Lia Lee, an infant
Hmong immigrant, has seizures. Western doctors diagnosed
the problem as epilepsy, but her parents understood her ill-
ness as caused by her soul wandering.

Warms, Richard L. James Garber, and R. Jon McGee. 2009 Sacred

Realms: Readings in the Anthropology of Religion (2nd ed.).
New York: Oxford University Press. A comprehensive reader
on the anthropology of religion including essays on religion
and society, altered state experiences, healing and bewitching,
and new religious movements.
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