Supernatural beliefs  (ch 14 Ferraro)

 -- Cultural anthros traditionally devote a lot of attention to religion -- have since they began  -- and they find that most cultures have a belief that they can communicate with and even manipulate supernatural forces through a series of rituals or divinations

All religions are founded on a belief in the supernatural

religion -- for our purposes -- can be defined as a set of beliefs in supernatural being and forces directed at helping people make sense of the world and solve important problems. 

All societies have a recognizable set of beliefs and behaviors that can be called religious. 


-- religious rituals that appease supernatural forces


-- sets of beliefs concerning what we would call the soul or spirit


-- notions about life after death

--> There are nonreligious people in all societies  -- what we mean by the universal nature of religion is the cultural, or group aspect of a religious practice or belief.  Non-religious people are often in the minority in their society.

--> Religion is often embraced on a very serious and passionate level by believers, and there is a tendency to see one's own faith as superior to others'.  Westerners often use science, logic and empirical evidence to bolster their religious practices when in fact these all involve a certain level of faith, and in some ways are forms of religion in themselves. 

--> People may try to prove their own faith, and disprove the faith of others, but anthropologists are more interested in 

-- identifying various religious beliefs

-- describing how they function, and to what extent they are held in the society

-- and the degree to which they affect human behavior

Problems of defining religion -- p. 350

1. It's right there in front of you....sheesh! Can't you see it???

some religions are so deeply embedded in day to day existence that it is hard to separate religious behavior from economic, political or kinship-based behaviors.  You will see this with the Voodoo faith as practiced in Benin -- the sacrifice of an animal to appease a spirit (religious behavior -- using the sacrifice to ask for favor), economic behavior (the animal will be cooked and eaten by all at the ceremony) and social behavior (the creation of social bonds through participation in the event) -- the ritual sacrifice evokes all of these things at once. 

in highly specialized societies (ours) people like to divide behaviors into separate events -- social, economic, political, religious, educational, recreational behaviors are all conducted at separate times, and in different settings.  in smaller scale societies these may all be combined into one big event -- and it makes it hard to separate out what we would call "recognizable" religious behavior/activities. 

2.  Dichotomy between natural and supernatural worlds. -- When we talk about supernatural we mean phenomena that we can't explain through reason or science.  

other societies don't separate the natural and supernatural worlds - each is a continuation of the other....sorcery can be collecting someone's hair and toenails and making a concoction to curse them, or poisoning them outright -- in Nyoro society it's all sorcery and shame on you!!  We would call the concoction "magic" and the poison "murder", and even if the person died after the concoction was created we would call it coincidence, but the poisoning would probably bring about criminal action by the government -- but not everyone sees things in this way.  Western society sees the Nyoro as irrational, and the Nyoro return the sentiment.

3.  What are the origins of religion?

What do we know for sure?  -- NO written records.....

Lately, however, grave goods in older and older burials tell us that whoever buried these individuals believed they would have some use for the tools, weapons, etc. that were placed in their graves -- at present these are as old as 100,000 y.a. -- and had some sense of an afterlife. Cave paintings and small personal items, and figurines may also be religious, symbolic representations -- appearing as early as 200,000 to 300,000 y.a...

or not -- they could just be stuff people made....we can't be sure. 

Theories about the origins of religion -- 

Tylor (1871) -- animism:  belief in the existence of spiritual beings.   the soul/spirit has an existence apart from the body -- may have been used to explain dreams, altered states of consciousness, death. 

this concept could be extended to assume that other parts of the natural world also has spirits -- the sun, the moon, stars in the heavens, animals and plants on earth. 

this fit neatly into the whole evolution program underway in the 1800's -- animism was found in many small scale and technologically simple societies -- easy to extrapolate that as they "evolved" their religious beliefs would also become more complex. animism--> polytheism --> monotheism and bingo! we're still at the top of the humanity sweepstakes because all societies are evolving to be just like our superior one. ...... really?  Tylor had it all figured out in such a neat, tidy package.  Except it doesn't quite fly like that....

Even in Tylor's time people thought this was a load of hooey -- Marett  (1914) didn't think it was quite that way -- animatism was his explanation -- that our ancestors saw powers in animate beings and inanimate objects, that people, animals and plants and rocks all had a "force" around them, in them (see Obi Wan and Luke with the little robot trainer on the millenium falcon) -- a more intuitive and emotional view -- and he used the term mana to refer to the concentration of animatistic force.  The spear that has killed many bears may have mana, the rabbit's foot that brings the owner good luck.  People with great personal power or presence -- a powerful chief, a talented musician -- may be possessors of great mana - and the once great quarterback that has just not been so good lately can be said to have lost his mana (or just gotten old, or is just Brett Favre).  Marett argued that animatism and the concept of mana preceded animism.  

RELIGION AND MAGIC:

Are they the same? NO

Do they operate in concert?  Sometimes

They share certain features -- they are nonrational (not irrational), and not subject to susceptible to scientific verification.....no empirical demonstration is possible, both need to be taken on faith.  Both are practiced at least in part, to cope with the anxieties, and ambiguity, and frustrations of everyday life.

BUT

1. Religion deals with the big deal stuff -- life, death, the individual's relationship with deities

Magic deals with specific and immediate issues -- curing an illness, bringing rain when needed -- stopping it when not, safety for travelers.

2. Religion -- uses prayer and sacrifices to petition for supernatural powers for their help. 

Magicians believe they manipulate the situation -- nature, the supernatural, other people through their efforts.

3. Religion tends to be a group activity, Magic is more individual activity

4.  Religion is practiced at specific times on a regular schedule -- Magic happens on a strictly as-needed basis

5.  Religion usually involves recognized functionaries like priests, Magic is performed by a wide variety of practitioners who may or may not be recognized within their community as having supernatural powers.

In actual practice you may find that the practice of religion and magic may be found together....people may pray for safety in travel and still carry a charm for good luck just in case the deity wasn't online when the prayer was made....

Magic comes in two forms:

imitative -- what you see is what you get (voodoo dolls)

contagious -- an object that has come in contact with a person retains a magical connection to that person -- and a magician that obtains these may be able to use them to commit evil acts against someone  -- latrines are shunned in some parts of the world because people fear that an evildoer will latch on to their poop and use it against them magically.

Magic -- involves the manipulation of supernatural forces for the purpose of intervening in a wide range of human activities and natural events.  In societies witches & sorcerers may use supernatural powers to bring harm to people -- 

So let's check them out!

Sorcery and witchcraft -- used synonymously although in actuality they are different (at least according to anthropologists)

Witchcraft -- an inborn, involuntary and sometimes unconscious capacity to cause harm to other people -- largely a mental exercise

Sorcery -- involves the use of materials, potions, medicines and is the deliberate use of supernatural powers to cause harm. this may or may not be a societally sanctioned position, in some societies this is a purely individual activity.  

Sorcery is easier to find in a society because it involves stuff -- witchcraft is impossible to identify or prove (or disprove, it turns out) -- because it is restricted to psychic power...evil thoughts produce evil ....and witches are generally viewed negatively because of this....they cause people to act in unacceptable ways.  Skinwalkers, associated with nocturnal activities, certain animals, 

Sorcerers direct their activities specifically -- not randomly as witches are often thought to do... accusations of sorcery usually reflect an existing conflict, rivalry, or some sort of antagonism that already exists and is thought to be furthered by a sorcerers activities. 

Western practitioners of Wicca  -- bringing about change by concentrating on one's natural powers  -- utilizing spells, chants, meditation, vizualizations -- to reconnect with what is believed to be lost magical powers from a very ancient past. 

Often confused with Satanists -- who worship the Judeo-Christian devil and grew out of the anti-witchcraft history of the catholic church. Not a pleasant group, they use spells and curses to strike out against those they believe will harm them.

Anthropologists are interested in these groups only as examples of how even in industrialized societies people use sorcery or witchcraft to explain the unexplainable or to try and make things happen. 

MYTHS -- sacred literature that states certain religious truths

Sorcery and witchcraft – 

Myths__ sacred literature that states certain religious truths.  

embody a specific worldview, contain stories of the gods and their origins, (usually contain a creation story), their activities and the moral lessons they teach

Myths serve to answer the large questions of human existence  -- why are we here?  

They explain stuff but also validate and support the essential beliefs, values and behavior patterns of a culture – connect directly to the moral and social order. 

Myth may or not may not reflect historical events, but always reflects, supports, and legitimizes patterns of thought and behavior

Social Functions of Religion

Social Control – 

ethical systems that prescribe proper behavior – boosted by the backing of supernatural powers. 

consequences of violating religious precepts – plagues, smiting, ghostly vengeance

anthros – look at the relationship between the religious behavioral structure and the actual society….

Conflict Resolution – Religion reduces stress and frustration around social conflicts

natural disasters can be attributed to evil deeds of people in other places 

religious rituals can “protect” people from malevolence of nature, other people

churches serve as alternative governments for conflicts between individuals

Group Solidarity – 

 keeps people together…gives a sense of identity based on belonging to this faith

especially good for immigrants – replaces the society of home as a place – instant social identity

Psychological Function of Religion
Cognitive Functions – p. 358  enables people to maintain their worldview and belief systems even when events occur that seems to contradict it. 

explains the unexplainable….allows humans to believe they understand the reasons for the things that happen

satisfies the human need to understand themselves and the world around them – the only life form we know of that is so driven to know this stuff 

Emotional Function –

religion helps people to deal with the anxieties around illnesses, deaths, accidents and other misfortunes… people turn to religion to gain control over the circumstances of their lives.  

the less control people feel they have over their own lives the more religion they tend to practice

believing in supernatural protection, assistance etc. may reduce the fear of dealing with a difficult situation

Religion provides peace of mind, and may have a positive indirect effect on events they are intended to influence

p. 360

Types of Religious Organization –

Cults – forms of religion that have their own set of beliefs, rituals, and goals – do not confuse with the popular use of the word  -- antisocial groups that brainwash members and lead them to mass suicide.

Anthony Wallace divides religious organizations into four groups

1. individualistic cults

2. shamanistic cults

3. communal cults

4. ecclesiastical cults

1. no religious specialists, most basic level – no distinctions between specialists and laypersons – everyone is their own specialist….do it yourself religion

vision quest – seek direct connection with the supernatural, no intermediary

2. Shamanistic cults – found at all levels of contemporary society

Shamans are parttime religious specialists thought to have supernatural powers by birth, training or through inspiration –

Powers are used for healing, diving, and telling fortunes when needed, usually in exchange for gifts or fees.   They may be charged with diagnosing and treating an illness, interceding to stop misfortune, 

Shamans are at the simplest form of religious division of labor – the shaman is a specialist who serves as a bridge, conduit or intervenor for the layman to the supernatural world.

A shaman’s powers may wax and wane, he may be more effective in some situations than others.  If a shaman fails to solve his client’s problem it is because the shaman is at fault or not able to complete the necessary task. 

3. Communal Cults – organized around clans, lineages, age groups or secret societies 


Rites are performed only occasionally by nonspecialists but considered to be vital to the well-being of the community, and who return to their everyday lives after the conclusion of the ceremonies. 


Two types of rituals – 


Rite of passage – mark a change in social position and social connections, birth, puberty rites, coming of age rites, marriage, death 


Three steps or phases to the ritual – separation or stripping away of old ties, transition – stage of danger and ambiguity, incorporation – resolution and establishment in the new status phase.

Rites of solidarity – provide a common experience that ties the community together – restores harmony, promotes common sense of purpose

Ecclesiastical Cults –

found in societies with state systems of government

Full time professional clergy – devote almost all their time to performing priestly functions – drawn or appointed from elite classes. 

Rituals occur at regular intervals. 

Clear distinctions between laypersons and priests. Laypeople support the church through labor and contributions, priests are responsible for conducting religious rituals on the part of the laypeople 

Laypeople have little control over religion, become dependent on the priestly class for their ritual/supernatural well-being 

Religion and social change –

liberation theology – Solidarity movement

revitalization movements – 


al Qaeda,


Wavoca --Ghost Dance


Handsome Lake and the Seneca

