RELIGION AND HUMAN SOCIETY

Religion and Human Society

· Basic questions:

· What is religion?

· Why is religion a universal phenomenon?

· What are the common features of all religions?

· What are the differences between religions?

Religion and Human Society

· What is religion?

· Kottak uses Wallace’s definition which states:

religion is a “belief and ritual concerned for with supernatural beings, powers, and forces”

Religion and Human Society: The Supernatural 

· The supernatural is the extraordinary realm outside (but is believed to impinge on) the observable world.  

· It is non-empirical, mysterious, and inexplicable in ordinary terms. 

· Belief in the supernatural is based on faith. 

· Faith is fostered by myths.

Religion and Human Society: The Supernatural

· A belief in the supernatural can take many forms:

· Belief in supernatural beings such as gods, demons, or spirits

· Belief in supernatural forces such as mana, magic, or the “force”

Religion and Human Society: Myths

· Myths create belief in and explain the supernatural.

· Formally, myths are oral or written stories about the actions and deeds of supernatural powers. 

· Commonly, myths relate the trials and tribulations of heroes who lived in the mythical past. 

Religion and Human Society: Myths

· Myths are taught to children as part of enculturation

· Anthropologists will invariably collect cultural myths after being in a society for a period of time

· Myths explain why things are the way they are

Religion and Human Society: Myths

· A person’s world view, that is the way a person believes the world operates, is often shaped by the culture’s mythology

· There are numerous examples:

· 1 Do you think the type of clothing and amount of clothing worn is the result of religion? 

A way to think about this question is to ask why did missionaries force natives to begin wearing European style clothing.  The best answer that I am aware of is that the naked body was seen as temptation from a clothed body society. This seems to be especially true for those who come from a biblical tradition where the covering of the body was enacted by the first humans (Adam and Eve once they bit into the apple).

2 Another example from our society is that many believe that humans have domain over the earth. This comes from the passage in the bible that man shall inherit the earth and that all creatures are under his domain.  

In a recent survey done by my officemate, he found that people tend to use the Great Chain of Being as their guiding ethos for explaining the differences and similarities between humans and other animals and plants. 

3. What other examples can you think of from our own society?

4. Other societies have different views. For the Eskimo they must appease the spirit of the animal they kill. If they don’t go through an appeasement ceremony then the animal spirit can cause illness and death. 

· The Eskimo example brings up the point that in most societies it is very hard if not impossible to separate religion and other social activities. Illness and curing generally are not separate from religion. In most societies the reasons for becoming ill and the cure for that illness are all found in religion. 

· An example can be found in the Yanomamo of Venezuela.  Here people become sick because of magic darts that are thrown by shaman in other villages. These darts or hkuru are little demons that live inside a shaman. The shaman must keep them happy by taking ebene and eating well.  To cure a person from illness a shaman can do two things. One he can try to suck out the invading demon or he can send his own hkuru to kill the cursing shaman. These are not mutually exclusive and the curing shaman will usually do both. Now this system has far reaching consequences. 

· 1 the Yanomamo believe that all bad luck and illness are the result of curses

· 2 this means that anything bad that happens is the result of human agency

· 3 Since all things bad that happen are the result of human agency, mainly from one’s enemies, then one can keep one’s self healthy by attacking other shaman, or your enemies before they can hurt you. 

· Note that all these ideas are driven by mythologies
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· Final points about myths:

· more than stories, they are the 

· foundation for a person’s world view

· therefore myths effect the way people act towards nature, and one another in all realms of society

Religion and Human Society: Rituals

· Ritual can be defined as behaviors intended to influence spiritual powers

· Rituals are always highly stylized and repetitive

· Rituals are invariant (more or less), thus are knowable and predictable

Religion and Human Society: Rituals

· Rituals provide a link to the mythical past

· This link is created by the invariance of the ritual

· Rituals are performed for numerous reasons, but the main theme behind ritual acts is to mobilize supernatural powers for the benefit of a person or a group (overtly)

· I would also argue that rituals are a way of mobilizing the community for some activity.  The healing rituals of the Ju/huasani are a great example. In these healing rituals the community actually surrounds the person to be healed. Remember that the shaman actually will say that the women’s singing helps, if not drives the curing of the sick person. 

Religion and Human Society: Rituals

· Intervention by supernatural powers can be for benevolent purposes:

· Rain dance

· healing rituals

· Or the intervention can be done to cause harm to another person or group:

· A curse

· Causing illness in another

Religion and Human Society: Rituals

· All rituals have a symbolic component- that is they are representative of some supernatural force that is being called upon. 

· Often, they occur in sacred places or at sacred times

· Objects are commonly a part of a ritual 

· A holy cross

· A sacred bowl

· A totem – some object used for the ritual
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· Symbolic items are handled in ritualized behavior and with ritualized language

· Christian wedding rituals involve:

· A ring

· Exchange of vows

· A prayer

· Specific actions

Religion and Human Society: Rituals

· Two broad classifications of rituals:

· Conscious purpose of the ritual- the reasoning people give for performing the ritual

· Examples:

· Curing

· Sorcery

· Initiation
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· The second classification is when the ritual occurs

· If rituals are held at regular times, then are called calendrical rituals

· Sunday church services

· Harvest rituals
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· If rituals are held to handle specific events at non-regular intervals they are called crisis rituals

· Examples:

· Curing ceremonies

· Confession

· Funerals

Religion and Human Society: Rituals

· To summarize: All religions have three main components:

· Beliefs in the supernatural 

· Mythologies about he historical deeds of those powers or stories regarding the origin of those supernatural powers. Myths tend to explain to believers why the way the world is.  Myths have the power to organize behaviors in terms of both rituals and daily activity. 

· Rituals intended to mobilize supernatural powers for the use of the performers

Religion and Human Society: Theories

· To make sure a person in his village doesn’t get sick a Yanomamo shaman will spend most of the morning and evening chanting, dancing and taking the hallucinogen, ebene

· Yet, people in his village still get sick and die

· Why do the Yanomamo still follow the shaman?
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· More over, why do men put themselves through the training to become a shaman? And then daily take drugs and generally exhaust themselves trying keeping the village healthy? 

Religion and Human Society: Theories

· Two basic questions to be asked from the previous example:

· Why do people believe in the supernatural, in general?

· Why do people still believe their rituals when they don’t work?
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· One way that anthropologists have attempted to answer these questions is to ask the very basic question of “why religion”?

· Religion can’t be a collection of useless tales and fantasies

· Rather religion must have some adaptive value for the human species

Religion and Human Society: Theories

· There are three basic classes of explanation for religion:

· Intellectual

· Psychological

· Social 

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Intellectual Functions

· The intellectual theory assumes that all humans need explanations for the world around them

· Religion provides a frame work for answering the why questions that people ask about the world

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Intellectual Functions

· Religion provides an answer for the inexplicable or incomprehensible

· Religion, then, comes evolves with the increase intellect (and curiosity) of Homo sapiens 

· Some scholars believe that religions will disappear with advances in science

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Intellectual Functions

· Problems with the intellectual theory:

· Religion appears to have other functions than providing explanations for events and phenomena

· Many scientists are religious; some 60% of all scientists classify themselves as religious, which is the lowest grouping in American society. Out of scientist which profession harbors the lowest number?  Anthropologists, less than 20% of all anthropologists consider themselves religious.   

· Religion seems to augment science in some areas

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Psychological

· This theory’s basic assumption is that people need a way to handle stress

· Stress is brought about in times of: 

· trouble (war, natural disaster, thunder storms, etc), 

· sadness (death, or misfortune)

· injustices (bad luck, theft, etc)

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Psychological

· Religion provides an explanation for why these bad things have occurred

· The explanation then acts to reduce stress

· By having a reason for why something bad occurred people can also act in a proactive manner to prevent bad things happening

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Psychological

· Malinowski believed that religion (including magic) serves to give people confidence when the chances of success are low

· Things that people have superstitious beliefs about:

· Fishing

· Batting

· Volcanoes 

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Psychological

· Religion also provides a way to understand death

· The reasoning is that humans are aware of their own mortality and beliefs about an afterlife reduces anxiety about one’s mortality

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Psychological

· Problems with the theory:

· Not all cultures believe that the afterlife is an enjoyable experience- The Yanomamo generally believe that the afterlife is rather boring and not as pleasant as life here on earth. 

· Some societies see the after life as something to be feared as your existence is as a ghost- The Jivaro believe that your spirit will haunt the forest once you die.  Think about our own beliefs regarding the afterlife. I think we actually have a mixed bag.

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Psychological

· Other problems:

· Though religion can operate to reduce stress it can also serve to increase stress:

· The Yanomamo spend a good portion of the day performing preventative rituals to keep other shaman from cursing members of their community

· Some people worry if they are going to heaven or hell in the afterlife 

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Social 

· The social theory states that religion helps societies maintain harmonious social relationships between individuals and groups

· Religion encourages people to respect the rights of others and act peacefully towards those who share your beliefs

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Social

· The ten commandments can be seen as an out line for moral acts and how people ought to act towards one another

· Five of the commandments deal directly with social relations

· Other biblical passages deal with social regulation

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Social

· Emile Durkheim believed that the main function of religion was to create what he termed social solidarity
· Meaning that religion has the effect of bringing people together and enhancing a sense of unity and a general belief that their culture is the correct way to live
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· When a group of people share a set of religious beliefs their society is more cohesive and functions better than those groups that don’t share a common set of beliefs

Religion and Human Society: Theories- Social

· Evidence to support Durkhiem?

Religion as a costly-to-fake signal of commitment

· One of the key problems with Durkhiem’s theory is that it doesn’t explain how religion could originate in human society

· Why? Well think about human communal action as a great chance for cheating.

·  Most people will not be willing to pay the costs of communal action if other members of the community are not paying similar costs. One great example is how much kids complain about doing chores. They don’t see parents working, so they assume a parent has a day like they do. When parent’s ask children to do chores the children see parents as asking them to do more work than they should have to do. 

· Adults are the same way. When you guys start to work you will find the quickest way to get dissension in the office is for people to think that one of the workers is not pulling their own weight but getting paid the same. 

· Hunting and gathering groups have similar problems. 

· When faced with cooperative work there is a “free-rider” problem

· Free-riders are those people who gain a benefit from communal activity without paying the costs

· What sort of communal activity are we talking about? Hunting, food sharing, defense and warfare. 

· You can see in each of these activities there is great potential for free-riding.  

· Religion provides a way around the free-rider problem.

· Free-riding can be eliminated by requiring members of a community to go through what are called costly-to-fake rituals or signals. These costly to fake signals can include things such as tattoos, head-dresses, piercing, body painting, circumcision, and prayer. 

· The costly-to-fake hypothesis has been used to explain the spread of Islam.

· In Islam members pay extremely high initiation costs.

· Daily prayer

· Abstaining from alcohol 

· Fasting during Ramadan

· The pilgrimage to Mecca

· These costs then are translated into great trust between members of the Islamic community. There is definitely greater trust amongst Islamic merchants than amongst non-Islamic merchants in Sub-Saharan Africa according to Ensminger

· These costly-to-fake signals can also be used to explain such events as boot camp and fraternity pledge periods.  

· The theory rests on the idea that once people pay a cost they will tend to actually believe in why they are paying the cost. 

· Rappaport states this idea elegantly when he says that it doesn’t rally matter if a person believes in why they are performing the ritual, all that matters publicly is that they are performing the ritual. However, over time a person can reduce their own costs by believing in what they are performing. 

· To summarize, Religion may have been an adaptation to the problem of collective action. Since people live in collectives, and they depend on collective action for survival. Or better, those groups that were able to act collectively, left more descendents over time. Religion operates as a way to ensure collective action and reduce the costs for all members of the group. Rappaport believes that humans have always been religious. You can’t have humans without religion. 

· Types of religion and associated practitioners

· Types of religions: 
· Shamanistic

· Communal

· Olympian

· Monotheistic

· Shamanistic, which is associated with small foraging bands that have little or no central political leadership.  Practitioners are part-time and no specialists occur in any occupation.  Thus, this is the religion of egalitarian, individualistic societies that probably mirror early human existence.  

· Communal, in which communal religious institutions occur along with individual practices.  This is common amongst large foraging groups that are horticultural-hunters, such as the Yanomamo.  It is also associated with groups that have some political leaders, such as bigmen (such as in the Etoro, Papua New Guinea) who do command some ability to organize labor.  One of the central parts of communal worship is the periodic grouping of believers for religious practices.  These can include initiation rites, death rites, healing ceremonies and harvest festivals.  

· Olympian refers to those groups that believe in a pantheon of gods and have full time priests or religious specialists.  It is associated with agriculture and high levels of central political powers.  Thus, chiefdoms have these sorts of religions.  

· Monotheistic religions have a single, all-powerful god(ess).  They are associated with nation states that have centralized political authority.  Practitioners are full-time religious specialists. The religion is hierarchical in nature, and is usually found in intensive agricultural groups, though this is a gross generalization. 

Types of religious practitioners:
· Shaman

· Sorcerers and Witches

· Mediums

· Priests

Definitions:

Shaman are part-time practitioners who is an intermediary between the supernatural and people.  They are normally concerned with curing and healing people.  There is generally a long apprenticeship associated with shamanism.  Though shaman powers are not considered hereditary in most groups, there does seem to be a trend for shamans to produce shamans. Shamans tend to have slightly more prestige than non-shaman, even in egalitarian societies. 

Sorcerers and Witches are related to shaman in that they both contact the supernatural world through the help of spirit helpers. Sorcerers and witches however are harmful and are the reason cited for people getting sick in shamanistic religions.  Sorcerers and witches tend to have lower social status than shamans, and can be seen as “evil” by the local population. They are generally feared and shunned. 

Mediums are usually women who can contact the spirit world through trances and other means of disassociating with the conscious world.  They are usually asking the spirits for advice or help in curing a sick person.

Priests are full-time religious specialist whose primary responsibility is to officiate at public events.  They are the medium in which people in stratified societies can contact their god(s).  Priests many times have a great deal of political power. They have high status when compared to other religious practitioners and amongst the general population. Priests generally have unique clothing or other markings.  They have to go through years of training before they are considered a full priest. The main job of a priest is to perform the religious rituals properly and precisely. 

Priests are also more secure in their position than the part-time practitioners because performance is not as critical for them as it is for the part-time specialists.  That is, when something doesn’t occur even after the priest has performed a ritual, it isn’t the fault of the priest. Rather, the priest will interpret the failure of the ritual to a lack of faith or some wickedness in the general population. 

The priest is the only practitioner that doesn’t have to rely on his own personal charisma to keep his prestige.  Shamans, sorcerers, witches, and mediums are all reliant on personal effectiveness as gauged by those who go to them for help. Priests, however, are occupying offices (just as in the political sense) where people believe in the power of the office, not in the power of the individual occupying the office. Peoples and Baily state that priests reinforce the local social order. In fact, religion tends to mirror the local political organization.

What do you guys think, when you get priesthoods emerging does that eliminate other practitioners?  

It actually doesn’t.  Priests will sanction some practitioners and persecute others. Remember priests are not healers so a society must retain its healers, and prior to modern medicine a doctor was strongly associated religious beliefs and the supernatural.  Again this all has to do with worldview.

If you believe that supernatural powers are causing illness then you need a supernatural practitioner to cure the illness. 

Revitalization movements:

These are movements that occur in times of change, in which religious leaders emerge to alter or revitalize a society. 

There are many instances where revitalization movements would occur. Some examples:

Peyote cults of Native Americans- In 1875 the Southern Plains tribes, the Kiowa and Comanche, lost their land after they were defeated by the U.S. military. During time on a reservation the Lipan-Apache introduced them to peyote. By the 1880s the two tribes had made the cactus a center of a revitalization movement. The movement quickly spread reaching 19 different groups by 1899. 

The Peyote Church was established in 1914, officially called Koshiway’s First Born Church of Christ, while today it is known as the Native American Church.  The Church has followers from Canada to Mexico and is accepted on most Native American reservations and communities. The interesting part of the peyote movement was that it was a local phenomenon, that is, each local chapter had a leader who used the general ideas of the Church but not formally. Most of the teachings of the Native American Church are that one should stop consuming alcohol, work hard, believe in Jesus and God, and abandon the ancient religions because the old spirits can be made to do evil, while Jesus is always good. Peyote is used in some rituals, in some local churches, and not used at all in other churches. 

Example two are the Cargo cults of Melanesia, which is in the South Pacific. Traditional Melanesian society is based on big men; therefore it was based on the accumulation and redistribution of wealth. When the Melanesians saw the incredible material wealth of Westerners they became envious of that wealth and began to devise ways to get similar wealth. 

Now you need to understand the worldview of the Melanesians at this point in time. One of their core beliefs was that the gods constructed technology. So things like airplanes, ships, cars, radios and other high technology was not produced by European peoples, rather the technology was granted to them by the European’s god.  Technology was granted to people through asking the god to grant it to them. Europeans would ask their god by making ink marks on paper, or speaking into a “can” (a radio), and several weeks latter the item would appear via a plane or cargo ship. 

The Melanesians felt if they faithfully copied the rituals they too could get this incredible wealth for themselves. 

To get the wealth many Melanesians converted to Christianity to get the secret prayers to get the wealth. When converting to Christianity they gave up many of their traditional practices, especially the native religion. Of course the wealth didn’t materialize for the Melanesians and this caused a lot of problems. One response to the lack of cargo was for some leaders to claim that the missionaries were lying. Instead of God and Jesus being white gods, they were actually Melanesian gods and the missionaries were keeping the sacred rituals to themselves and not sharing. Further, some felt that the Jews were keeping Jesus locked away in heaven and that the only way to release Jesus was to show God how poor they were and how much they needed him. This belief lead them to the destruction of much of the native material wealth. 

The fate of the cargo cults is that they have now turned into political movements. Most of the cargo cults present now have the central goal of expelling whites from native areas and to increase the wealth of the local population. 

Kottak believes that revitalization movements occur when people are isolated from the political power structure of the dominant group. 

You have to wonder if Islam can be seen as a type of revitalization movement for many of the converts. Since Islam is spreading throughout the underdeveloped worldl you can see where those who are the poorest have the least access to the world political structure. As powerless as you and I feel about affecting how people in Washington act, can you imagine how powerless one must feel if you live in the rain forests of the Congo, or in the streets of Djibouti?  One thing that I found in Ecuador during the last national strike was that the local indigenous population would ask me, and others to take a message to President Clinton. I think this really shows how much power they think each American has and how little power they have.  

Some closing thoughts:
What do you think the future of religion is? Some think that religion is disappearing from humanity, while others think that religion is strengthening. What do you guys think? 

If we look outside of our own culture I think we see that religion is not reducing, in fact it seems to be intensifying with the resurgence of nationalism. 

Religion is a tremendous ethnic identity marker. Those who are looking to establish their own nation seem to be using religion and religious persecution as a central uniting device in their formulation of their movements. For examples you can see the Palestinian and Israeli national movements or the more recent Chechen independence movements. All of these movements are incorporating religious elements. 

PAGE  
9

