Chapter 1 Reading – Stein&Stein
The Anthropological Study of Religion
· Humans pose questions about nearly everything in the world, including themselves
· most fundamental of these questions are answered by a people's religious beliefs and practices
· the term anthropological perspective means many things: it is a theoretical orientation that will be discussed later in the chapter. It is also an approach that compares human societies throughout the world – contemporary and historical, industrial and tribal.
The Anthropological Perspective
· term anthropology refers to the study of humanity
· one way in which anthropology differs from other subjects is that it is an integrated study of humanity
· Anthropologists study human societies as systematic sums of their parts, as integrated wholes – this approach is called holism
· The holistic nature of anthropology is seen in the various divisions of the field
· Traditional anthropologists speak of four-fields anthropology: physical anthropology, archaeology, linguistic anthropology and cultural anthropology
· Physical anthropology: the study of human biology and evolution. Physical anthropologists are interested in genetics; evolutionary theory; the biology and behavior of the primates, the group of animals that includes monkeys, apes and humans; and paleontology, the study of the fossil record. Anthropologists with a biological orientation discuss the evolutionary origins and the neurobiology of religious experience
· Archaeology: the study of people who are known only from their physical and cultural remains; it gives us insight into the lives of now extinct societies. Evidence of religious expression can be seen in the ruins of ancient temples and in the art and writings of people who lived in societies that have faded into history.
· Linguistic anthropology: devoted to the study of language, which, according to many anthropologists, is a unique feature of humans. Much of religious practice is linguistic in nature, involving the recitation of words, and the religious beliefs of a people expressed in their myths and literature.
· Cultural anthropology: the study of contemporary human societies and makes up the largest area of anthropological study. Cultural anthropologists study a people’s social organization, economics, technology, political organization, marriage and family life, child-rearing practices, and so forth. The study of religion is a subject within the general field of cultural anthropology.
The Holistic Approach
· Studying a society holistically requires a great deal of time – time to observe human behavior and time to interview members of a society
· Anthropological studies take place over long periods of time and usually require the anthropologist to live within the community and to participate to a degree in the lives of people under study, while at the same time making objective observations. This technique of study is referred to as participant observation
· Students of anthropology are initially introduced to small communities such as foraging bands, small horticultural villages, and groups of pastoral nomads.
· Some refer to these societies as primitive, but a better term is small-scale (relatively small communities, villages, and bands that practice foraging, herding, or technologically simple horticulture)
· Human universals: characteristics that are found in all human societies
The Study of Human Societies
· Ethnography: the descriptive study of human societies. People who study human societies and write ethnographies about them are cultural anthropologists; they are sometimes referred to as ethnographers.
· not all descriptions of human societies are written by ethnographers
· many societies in this book were visited and described by anthropologists in the early to mid 1900’s. We discuss these groups in the ethnographic present; we discuss these groups in the present tense as they were first described by ethnographers
· organize these societies into cultural areas; a geographical area in which societies tend to share many cultural traits
· The common traits that define a culture tend to lie in the realm of subsistence activities and technology, a common response to the challenges from the environment, although some similarity in other facets of the society, including religion, may also be found.
*Table 1.1 (pg 4 – 6) Culture Areas of the World
*Table 1.2 (pg 7) Food Getting Strategies
The Fore of New Guinea: An Ethnographic Example
· the holistic approach sees human behavior as a complex set of interacting behaviours and ideas.
· In examining a society we might being with a particular problem that interests us and to understand this problem we have to look at many other aspects of the society
· Example of this was a study of the Fore (group of about 14,000 horticulturalists living in the eastern highlands of New Guinea (Melanesia culture area) – the problem that brought the Fore to the attention of the Western world was medical – the solution brought the Nobel Prize in Medicine to one of its investigators.
· When the Australian government first contacted the Fore in the 1950’s, a significant number of individuals were found to be suffering from a particular illness, which was having a major impact on the population (200 dying each year, victims primarily women/children)
· Characterized by a variety of symptoms, most obvious ones jerking movements/shaking, making motor activity difficult. Course of illness is about 9 months, and at the end the victim can no longer sit up or stand, and can no longer eat or drink water and soon dies. The Fore call this illness kuru – “to tremble with fear” in Fore language
· The medical team sent to deal with the disease found the cause. Because it seemed to be confined to the Fore, it was thought to be genetic or due to a toxin in the environment. It turned out that kuru was the result of an infectious agent called a prion
· The major question was how it was passed. Anthropologists proposed it was cannibalism. It was custom of the Fore to eat the body as part of the funeral rituals. The body of the deceased was carried down to an abandoned field, where kin dismembered and cooked it. Close relatives then consumed the pieces. Cooking doesn’t destroy the prions; therefore some entered the bloodstream through cuts/open sores, eventually entering the brain, where many years later the person began to show symptoms. Women and children were more likely to eat the brain, therefore most likely to develop the disease.
· The governments “cure” to the epidemic: eliminate the practice of cannibalism. As a result, cannibalism stopped and eventually kuru disappeared. However the Fore did not understand this explanation and stopped eating bodies of the dead so they would not spend time in jail. They did not understand the scientific explanation of the disease.
· The Fore knew the cause of kuru, at least in their world, was sorcery. A divinitation (supernatural techniques for obtaining info about the unknown) ritual was used to reveal the identity of the sorcerer causing the illness.
· The fact that kuru struck primarily women had significant social consequences. Many men lost wives, and the shortage of women meant that many men were unable to find wives. Also, men with childrend had to perform many domestic chores usually reserved for women.
· The ethnography of the Fore and the description of kuru illustrate the concept of holism (figure 1.1)
· From the western point of view, we begin with a medical problem: a disease. Then we see how this fatal disease affects various aspects of society because of the death of women of childbearing age. This includes marriage, the family, raising children, farming, etc.
· We also see how the society attempts to explain/deal with the disease through religion. A description of kuru among the Fore as only medical problem fails to provide us with a complete understanding of that disease.
· *Figure 1.1 Holism A complete understanding of the disease kuru requires an understanding of the relationship of kuru to other aspects of Fore culture, some of which are shown in this diagram.
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