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Preface

I have been teaching a course on the Anthropology of Religion at Goldsmiths’
College, off and on, for almost thirty years. My writing of Anthropological Studies
of Religion was in fact motivated by a felt need for an introductory text on the
subject, even though I knew that some elitist Oxbridge scholars held such texts in
general disdain. Indeed, one well-known anthropologist severely rebuked me for
even teaching anthropology as a subsidiary subject at Goldsmiths, insisting that
anthropology could be taught adequately only at a postgraduate level. Having failed
my eleven-plus, I left school at the age of fifteen to work in an iron foundry, and,
failing to get into a university because I lacked any ‘A’ levels, I have always found
such elitist attitudes quite deplorable. When, along with Jane Hoy of the University
of London Extra-Mural Department, I initiated a Certificate of Anthropology, sup-
ported by my colleagues at Goldsmiths’ College, I found great difficulty in convinc-
ing my anthropological colleagues at other universities that the certificate had any
value as an access course. Typically, more than a decade later, when academics had
discovered that anthropology was being widely taught outside of universities, a
resource guide was published, Discovering Anthropology, that completely ignored
these earlier initiatives. It is worth noting also that, because of these elitist attitudes,
anthropology is the only university discipline that is not a part of the school cur-
riculum, even though Britain is a multicultural society! Unlike some pretentious
academics, ensconced in some elite university, I have always found introductory
texts extremely useful as teaching aids, in the same way as travel guides are useful
in exploring the landscape, and true scholars, like Ernst Mayr (for example), do
not feel that the writing and the use of introductory texts is in the least demeaning.
In fact, some introductory texts offer more critical insights into the subject matter
than many articles in academic journals where obscurantist, neo-Baroque jargon
is often a cover for sociological platitudes. I thus make no apology for offering a
sequel and an update of my earlier text, and it has the same purpose, namely, to be
a helpful guide to anthropological studies of religion — comprehensive, stimulating
I hope, critical, sympathetic, and above all, readable, that is, free of obscurantist
jargon. It will, I trust, appeal to all students of anthropology, whether established
scholars or initiates on access courses, as well as to the students of the social sciences
generally, and to all those interested in comparative religion.
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Introduction

This book is in a real sense an update and a sequel to my text Anthropological
Studies of Religion (1987). It thus offers a critical introduction or guide to the
extensive anthropological literature on religion that has been produced over the
past forty years or so —with a specific focus on the more well-known and substantive
ethnographic studies. My earlier text gave a broad, historical but critical survey of
the many different theoretical approaches to religion that had emerged since the
end of the nineteenth century — a path that has since been well trod by several other
scholars (e.g., Hamilton 1995, Pals 1996, Cunningham 1999, and D. Gellner 1999).

With regard to the present text, I adopt a very different strategy; I take a more
geographical approach, for in an important sense the major religious systems —
Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, African, Melanesian — are regional phenomena, even
though they may have universalizing tendencies. It must be emphasized at the
outset, however, that not only is religion a complex and variable phenomenon, but
also it is essentially a social phenomenon. Religion is a social institution, a socio-
cultural system; and it is thus ill understood when viewed simply as an ideology, or
as a system of beliefs, still less as merely a ‘symbolic system’ (Geertz), an ‘awareness
of the transcendent’ (Tambiah), or a ‘feeling of the numinous’ (Otto).

There has, of course, been a plethora of books and articles that have attempted to
define ‘religion’, which is (in case you haven’t heard!) a ‘Western’ category. Thus —
like economy, culture, realism, and reason — it has a historical trajectory and in
different contexts diverse meanings. But, as a general working definition, we can
follow Melford Spiro in defining religion as ‘an institution consisting of culturally
patterned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman beings’ (1987, 197) —
although one can easily suggest other terms that refer to a person’s involvement
with a meta-empirical realm — the sacred, spiritual beings, divinity, supernaturals,
numinals, or occult powers.

A distinction is often made between substantive and functional definitions of
religion, but the latter tend to be quite vague, as in J. Milton Yinger’s well-known
definition of religion as a ‘system of beliefs and practices by means of which a group
of people struggles with the ultimate problems of human life’ — problems relating
to human mortality, suffering, and injustice; to the need to infuse human life with
meaningand intellectual coherence; and the crucial importance of upholding moral
precepts and patterns of social life. (1970, 5—7; see also Nadel 1954, 259—73, on the
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2 RELIGION AND ANTHROPOLOGY

“competences” of religion.) But, of course, such human problems can equally well
be addressed by secular ideologies — historical materialism, dialectical or evolu-
tionary naturalism, or secular humanism. Indeed, given such a wide definition,
Dewey’s empirical naturalism and secular humanism have, in the United States
at least, both been declared a ‘religion’ (Kurtz 1983; Rosenbaum 2003; for useful
discussions on the definition of religion, see Geertz 1975, 87—125; Asad 1993, 27—54;
Horton 1993, 19—49; Saler 1993).

Asasocial institution, religion is thus neither a static nor a unitary phenomenon;
but as a widespread institution, it is characterized by a number of ‘dimensions),
or what Southwold, in his polythetic approach to religion, describes as ‘attributes’.
These include the following: ritual practices; an ethical code; a body of doctrines,
beliefs, scriptures, or oral traditions; patterns of social relations focussed around a
ritual congregation, church, or moral community; a hierarchy of ritual specialists;
a tendency to create a dichotomy between the sacred and profane; and, finally, an
ethos that gives scope for emotional or mystical experience (Southwold 1978, 370-1;
Smart 1996, 10-11).

Anthropology, despite its diversity, has a certain unity of purpose and vision. It
is unique among the human sciences in both putting an emphasis and value on
cultural difference, thus offering a cultural critique of western capitalism and its
culture, and in emphasizing people’s shared humanity, thus enlarging our sense
of moral community and placing humans squarely ‘within nature’ As a discipline,
anthropology has therefore always placed itself — as a comparative social science —
at the ‘interface’ between the natural sciences and the humanities. Sadly, in recent
years, given the increasingly arrogant and intolerant rhetoric of postmodern an-
thropologists who seem to repudiate empirical science entirely, and the equally dis-
missive attitude some positivist anthropologists have towards hermeneutics (Tyler
1986; E. Gellner 1995), a ‘wide chasm’ seems to have emerged between these various
traditions (Burofsky 1994, 3). I have elsewhere offered my own reflections on this
sad state of affairs and have emphasized that an understanding of human social
life should entail both hermeneutic understanding (humanism) as well as explana-
tions in terms of causal mechanisms and historical understanding (naturalism)
(Morris 1997). Anthropology has historically always tended to combine both
approaches — hermeneutics and naturalism, interpretive understanding and sci-
entific explanations — and has thus tended to avoid either a one-sided emphasis
on hermeneutics, which in its extreme form, ‘textualism’, denies any empirical sci-
ence, or the equally one-sided emphasis on naturalism, which in its extreme form,
as crude positivism, oblates or downplays cultural meanings and human values
(Morris 1997). As Jackson writes, ‘people cannot be reduced to texts any more than
they can be reduced to objects’ (1989, 184). The notion that anthropology is simply
a ‘romantic rebellion against the enlightenment’ (Shweder 1984) is thus completely
misleading, for anthropology has always drawn equally on the insights of both the
romantic (humanist) and the enlightenment (empirical science) traditions.
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Emphasizing the ‘dual heritage’ of anthropology, Maurice Bloch has also be-
wailed the spirit of ‘fundamentalism’ that has entered anthropology in recent years.
Thus one type of fundamentalism, associated with hermeneutic and postmodernist
scholars, conceives of anthropology as purely a ‘literary enterprise’ and repudiates
social science entirely, while the other type of fundamentalism, embraced by an-
thropologists who take their bearings from socio-biology and cognitive psychol-
ogy, is aggressively naturalistic and wishes to ‘purify’ anthropology of the other
orientation. Bloch himself affirms the ‘hybrid character’ of anthropology (1998,
39—41). In this study, I avoid both these forms of ‘fundamentalism’ and focus on
those scholars — the majority — who have remained true to the dual heritage of
anthropology.

My earlier text focussed specifically on exploring the many different theoretical
approaches to the study of religion; and, although described as a tour de force, it
was never designed to herald a ‘Hegelian renaissance’, as one reviewer bizarrely
suggested. These approaches may be briefly summarized here under the following
seven headings.

1. INTELLECTUALIST APPROACHES

This approach, derived from the classical studies of Edward Tylor and James Frazer,
suggests that religion can best be understood as a way of explaining events in the
world. As Robin Horton puts it, religious beliefs are ‘theoretical systems intended
for the explanation, prediction and control of space—time events’ (1971, 94). Thus
Horton considered African religious thought as akin to science. Evans-Pritchard’s
classic study of Azande witchcraft is seen as exemplifying this style of analysis. The
problem with this approach to religion is that it is extremely partial, and religious
explanations of events hardly seem plausible when contrasted with those of science
(on this approach, see Morris 1987, 91-106, 304—9; Horton 1993).

2. EMOTIONALIST APPROACHES

Psychological theories of religion have a long history going back to Hume and
Spinoza. This approach suggests that religion is a response to emotional stress and
thus serves to alleviate fears and anxieties. Malinowski’s biological functionalism
and Freud’s psychoanalytic theory are classical examples of this approach to reli-
gions and magic. Although Wittgenstein considered that any attempt to explain
social life was ‘mistaken, he also thought, as did other logical positivists, that re-
ligious rituals had primarily a cathartic function (Tambiah 1990, 56-7). In recent
years psychoanalytic and emotionalist theories of religion have gone out of fash-
ion, although they form an important dimension to the work of Melford Spiro
and Gananath Obeyesekere, which is discussed in Chapter 2 (on religion and the
emotions, see Morris 1987, 141-63; Cunningham 1999, 23-31).
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3. STRUCTURALIST APPROACHES

Invariably identified with the important work of Claude Levi-Strauss, the struc-
turalist approach emphasizes that culture is a form of communication, and, in-
fluenced by structural linguistics, especially the theories of Saussure, it seeks to
elucidate the ‘grammar’ of culture. Systems of thought, especially mythology,
magic, symbolism, and totemic classifications, are thus analysed in terms of binary
oppositions in order to reveal their underlying, and often hidden, ‘symbolic logic’.
The approach was seen by Levi-Strauss as exemplifying the scientific method, and
a focus was placed squarely on what he described as the ‘thought-of-orders’ —
ideological structures. Levi-Strauss was little concerned with religion per se, but
for a while structuralism was embraced with enthusiasm by many anthropologists
and, in the work of Maurice Godelier, was combined with a Marxist approach.
Levi-Strauss’ structuralist theory gave rise to a plethora of critical studies and
commentary, and the approach was seen as essentially synchronic and ahistorical,
as downplaying human agency, and as divorced from social and political realities
(Morris 1987, 264—91; Johnson 2003).

4. INTERPRETIVE APPROACHES

This approach, variously described as semantic, symbolic, semiotic, or hermeneu-
tic, represents a development of as well as a reaction against earlier sociological
approaches to religion, especially structural-functionalism. Interpretive anthro-
pology puts an emphasis on religion as a cultural or symbolic system, as essentially
a system of meanings that both express and shape social reality, as well as people’s
dispositions and sense of identity. This symbolic or interpretive approach has been
closely identified with the work of Clifford Geertz (1975) but is also embraced by
many other scholars; among the better known are Mary Douglas, Marshall Sahlins,
John Beattie, Victor Turner, and Stanley Tambiah. Although the interpretive ap-
proach is an important and integral part of the ‘dual heritage’ of anthropology,
adherents of the symbolic or hermeneutic approach have increasingly tended to
repudiate social science and comparative analysis and to embrace a rather ide-
alist metaphysic, one that is antirealist and implies an extreme epistemological
relativism (on the interpretive approach to religion, see Geertz 1975; Morris 1987,
203—63; Hamilton 2001, 177-84).

5. COGNITIVE APPROACHES

In recent decades some anthropologists have enthusiastically embraced socio-
biology and its offshoot, evolutionary psychology, as a strategy by which to advance
a truly ‘scientific’ study of religion. The basic idea is that religious systems can be
explained in terms of ‘basic or pan-cultural human psychological characteristics’
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(Hinde 1999, 14). The emphasis, however, is specifically on cognitive ‘mechanisms’
or propensities that have been adaptive in a biological sense, namely, in fostering the
survival or reproductive success of humans in the past. Religious beliefs and rituals
are described as ‘counterintuitive), that is, contrary to commonsense assumptions
and experience (hardly news!) but nevertheless as ‘natural’; and an explanation for
such beliefs and rituals is to be found ‘in the way all human minds work’ (Boyer
2001, 3). The ‘mind’, however, according to this approach, is not simply a ‘blank
slate’ on which culture writes its script, but rather it consists of a ‘whole variety’ of
cognitive mechanisms that collectively not only explain the very existence of reli-
gious concepts but also their persistence in human cultures, as well as explaining the
way in which religion has ‘appeared in human history’ (Boyer 2001, 342). Even athe-
ism is explained by reference to these same cognitive mechanisms and presumably
Boyer’s own theory too. Pascal Boyer tends to be dismissive of other approaches
to religion — intellectualist, emotionalist, sociological — and makes some rather
grandiose claims for the cognitive approach. Essentially this approach is ‘atomistic’,
and there appear to be no mediating factors — such as human agency and human
social life — between the units of culture or ‘memes’ (which seemingly have a life
of their own!) and the determining psychological instincts — the various cogni-
tive mechanisms (for critiques of socio-biology and evolutionary psychology, see
Morris 1991, 132—42; Rose and Rose 2000).

A further cognitive approach is expressed by Stewart Guthrie (1993), who sug-
gests that all religion is a kind of ‘anthropomorphism’ — anthropomorphism being
the attribution of human characteristics to nonhuman things and events. He thus
comes to view religion as essentially an ‘illusion’ Although anthropomorphism was
heralded as a new theory of religion, Max Muller —like Levi-Strauss —had much ear-
lier defined religion in similar terms, as the ‘personification’ or anthropomorphism
of natural phenomena (on the cognitive approach to religion, see also Boyer 1993;
McCauley and Lawson 2002).

6. PHENOMENOLOGICAL APPROACHES

This is the classical approach of religious-studies scholars and essentially derives
from the writings of the German philosopher Edmund Husserl. It is exemplified
particularly in the work of Rudolf Otto, Carl Jung, Gerardus Van Der Leeuw, and
Mircea Eliade. Phenomenology essentially implies a philosophical method that
attempts to provide a neutral description of human experience. This essentially
entails two steps: first, the notion of ‘epoche’ — the suspension of prior judgements
and the ‘bracketing’ of the ‘natural attitude’ — commonsense understandings — so
that a focus can be put purely on conscious experience, allowing the ‘phenomena
to speak for themselves’; and second, the notion of ‘eidetic intuition’ discovering
through intuition the ‘essence’ — the essential meanings — of the phenomena. In
recent decades many anthropologists have explicitly embraced phenomenology,
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although by this term they do not intend Husserl’s ‘rigorous science’ but rather a
repudiation of social science and comparative analysis and a narrow focus on the in-
terpretation of cultural phenomena through either thick description or hermeneu-
tics. In essence it implies making a fetish of culture and the reduction of social life
to language or discourses — religious beliefs and ritual practices being reduced
in the process to ‘texts’

Ironically, while many postmodern anthropologists have been embracing reli-
gious phenomenology and New Age theology, religious-studies scholars, in con-
trast, have been stressing the importance of developing a more secular and scientific
approach to religion. In the process they have offered some cogent criticisms of the
phenomenological approach to religion, namely, it treats religion as ‘sui generis’
and as an autonomous realm independent of social life and human psychologys; it
posits a divine realm (or spiritual entities) not as a social construct but as having
ontological reality; it suggests that the ‘origins’ of religion are in the private expe-
riences of awe or mystery; and finally, it relies entirely on ‘intuitive understanding’
and thus ignores the importance of explaining religion as a social phenomenon
(Jensen and Rothstein 2000).

It is worth noting, of course, that there is a good deal of overlap and common
ground among the structuralist, interpretive, and phenomenological approaches
to religion, for they all treat religion as essentially a symbolic system, divorced from
the wider social world of politics and economics. They differ in what they seek to
uncover — a symbolic code or schema, cultural meanings, archetypes, or universal
‘essences’. Examples of the latter are the ‘sacred’ (Eliade) or ‘personal faith’ (Cantwell
Smith) — which is hardly enlightening! (Cox 1992, 38—9). What is significant about
phenomenology is that it emphasizes the importance of an empathetic approach
towards other cultures and the need to ‘walk in the moccasins of the faithful,
taking a neutral standpoint, and thus looking at religious phenomena from the
viewpoint of the people themselves. Anthropologists like Boas and Malinowski
had, of course, adopted this phenomenological approach long before Husserl’s
philosophical musings on the human everyday ‘life-world’ [ Lebenswelt], and it is
intrinsic to anthropological scholarship (on the phenomenological approach to
religion, see Morris 1987, 174—81; Erricker 1999).

7- SOCIOLOGICAL APPROACHES

This is the approach adopted by the great majority of anthropologists and so-
ciologists over the past half century, and it essentially derives from the seminal
writings of Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim. It thus includes clas-
sical structural functionalism, associated with A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, Raymond
Firth, and John Middleton; the neo-Marxist approach advocated by such anthro-
pologists as W. M. Van Binsbergen, Peter Worsley, and Maurice Godelier; and the
historical sociology that was expressed by neo-Weberian scholars such as Gananath
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Obeyesekere and Ernest Gellner. The work of many of these anthropologists is dis-
cussed later in the study. Central to all sociological approaches is the idea that
religion is essentially a social phenomenon, a ‘human construct, and thus can be
understood only when it is placed within its socio-historical context. Religious
beliefs and values, ritual practices, and organizational structures are thus seen as
the products of social processes and wider social structures — patterns of social
relations. Religion is not therefore an autonomous realm of social life but is intrin-
sically related to such issues as health, gender, social identity, and the wider political
economy, and to such social processes as globalization and intergroup relations.
It is recognized, of course, that religion, in turn, influences social life and cultural
meanings in various degrees, whether as an ideology legitimating class oppression
(Marx), or functioning to maintain enduring patterns of social life (Durkheim), or
as an important factor in the rise of capitalism (Weber). Sociological approaches
to religion have therefore always combined interpretive understanding with socio-
logical analysis. As Weber famously put it, sociology is defined as ‘a science which
attempts the interpretive understanding of social action in order thereby to arrive
at a causal explanation of its causes and effects’ (1947, 88).

It thus implies the method of inquiry known as Verstehen, the emphathetic un-
derstanding of subjective meanings (i.e., phenomenology) as well as being centrally
concerned with the explanation of social facts.

Raymond Firth has cogently expressed the aim of the social anthropology of
religion as a field of inquiry, in that it not only consists of personal observations
but also involves ‘actually taking part in the religious practices of the people being
studied and [the] systematic discussion of their religious beliefs with them’ But
it also involves, he writes, studying religion ‘in its social setting and noting the
economic and political parameters to religious ideas and operations’ (1996, 3). The
most succinct statement of the sociological approach to religion was expressed
by Beckford in suggesting that it ‘studies the processes whereby religion, in all its
variety and complexity, is interwoven with other social phenomena’ (1986, ix).

The sociological approach to religion has been much criticized by hermeneutic
scholars who suggest that such sociological analyses do not fully engage in the
drama and intensity of religious ritual and symbolism and involve the imposition
of western theories and categories upon the ethnographic data (Fernandez 1978).
Although one can acknowledge the insights offered by deeply textured ethnogra-
phies of specific rituals within a narrow ethnic context, anthropologists like Van
Binsbergen have defended a more synthetic, sociological approach. He points out
that his own studies, like those of such scholars as Firth, Horton, and Middleton,
arise out of fieldwork that was both experiential and participatory, and that one
cannot pursue any kind of anthropology completely outside of the western in-
tellectual tradition (Van Binsbergen 1981, 34—6). Indeed, treating religious ritual
as an autonomous realm and focussing exclusively on symbolism, aesthetics, and
personal idiosyncratic experiences also reflect the imposition of western values
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and intellectual preoccupations upon other cultures. We thus need to combine
hermeneutics with sociological analysis.

Atthis juncture a brief discussion of what has been described as ‘postmodernism’
(or poststructuralism) may perhaps be of some value. Both of these concepts are,
of course, somewhat vague, implying a rather simplistic and unilinear conception
of intellectual history, such that until the likes of Baudrillard, Lyotard, and Derrida
arrived on the intellectual scene, all social scientists were either modernists (advo-
cates of Cartesian metaphysics) or structuralists. Around twenty years ago, post-
modernism became all the rage in anthropology. It was interesting to see scholars
who only a decade earlier were making a fetish out of science and Marxism suddenly
repudiate them entirely and embrace postmodernism with an uncritical fervour.
Difficult to define — as it includes scholars with very contrasting approaches to
social life — postmodernism as an intellectual ethos has been described as having
the following tenets.

First, as we have no knowledge of the world except through ‘descriptions’ (to use
Rorty’s term), the ‘real’ is conceived as an ‘effect’ of discourses. Ideas, linguistically
encoded, are thus all that there is, or at least, all that one can ever hope to know.
There is then, so we are told, no objective reality. Postmodernism thus propounds
an idealist and subjectivist metaphysic that denies the reality of the material world.
In Mary Douglas’ memorable phrase, ‘all reality is social reality’ (1975, 5).

Second, as there is no immediate relationship between consciousness (or lan-
guage) and the world — an idea that has been part of the common currency of
the social sciences ever since Marx — postmodernists take this premise to extremes
and posit no relationship between language and the world, and thus espouse an
absolute epistemological (and moral) relativism. Truth is either repudiated en-
tirely (Tyler) or seen simply as an ‘effect’ of local cultural discourses (Rorty, Geertz,
Flax) or is seen as something that will be ‘disclosed’ or ‘revealed’ by elite scholars
through poetic evocation (Heidegger). Cultural relativism is thus embraced, and
all claims to truth are seen as masking power relations or, in fact, constituting that
power.

Third, there is a rejection of all ‘metanarratives’ (Lyotard) (science, Marxism,
liberalism, Christianity, Buddhism, for example) and a strident celebration of the
postmodern condition. The so-called ‘postmodern condition’ — with its alienation,
fragmentation, nihilism, cultural pastiche, relativistic theory, antirealism, and
‘decentred’ subjectivity — describes, however, not so much a new epoch but rather
the cultural effects of global capitalism. But such a stance leads postmodernists to
repudiate objective knowledge and empirical science.

Finally, there has been a growing tendency among postmodern academics —
following Heidegger — to express themselves in the most obscure and impenetrable
jargon, under the misguided impression that obscurity connotes profundity and
that a scholastic, neo-Baroque prose style is the hallmark of radical politics. It isn’t!
(Morris 1997; Hay 2002, 322).
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All these tenets of postmodernism have been severely critiqued by many scholars
over the past two decades and from various theoretical persuasions (Gellner 1992,
Bunge 1996; Callinicos 1997; Kuznar 1997; Searle 1999; Bricmont 2001). Not only
has postmodernist theory been found wanting, but the political radicalism of the
postmodernists has also been questioned. Indeed, in their rejection of history,
in reducing social reality to discourses, in their epistemic relativism, and in their
seeming obsession with consumer capitalism, many have remarked that there seems
to be an ‘unholy alliance’ between postmodernism and the capitalist triumphalism
of the neo-liberals.

Postmodernism is, of course, like structural Marxism, now ‘history) as Alex
Callinicos puts it (2003, 13), and we have entered a period, according to some schol-
ars, of ‘after postmodernism’. Nevertheless, postmodernism continues to be ex-
tremely fashionable among litterateurs and cultural idealists in many departments
of anthropology. For many interpretative and literary anthropologists studying
religion tend to follow in its wake and thus continue to disparage and ridicule,
or even repudiate entirely, empirical social science. This has entailed a growing
obsession with symbolism, rhetoric, ritual, aesthetics, metaphor, and language
more generally, and anthropology among some scholars has been reduced to semi-
otics or hermeneutics, or even to autobiography. As one doyen of postmodern
anthropology put it, ethnography should ‘break’ with the ‘trope’ of history and
social structure and be simply a kind of autobiography (Marcus 1995). Social life,
indeed the world, has therefore been seen as a ‘text’ to be interpreted rather than
as something real to be described and explained. Viewing social life as a ‘text} or as
a collection of discourse, is an ‘idealist extravagance’ that undervalues the natural
world and bypasses economic and political realities (Bunge 1996, 343—6).

Hermeneutics, of course, is a scholarly tradition that goes back to the nineteenth
century and is particularly associated with Wilhelm Dilthey, and in recent times
with the writings of Ricoeur (both of whom I have discussed at length elsewhere:
Morris 1991, 143—52; 1997, 334—5). It has to be recognized, however, that hermeneu-
tics, interpretive understanding, or Verstehen, has always been an intrinsic part of
social anthropology, and scholars like Boas, Malinowski, and Evans-Pritchard were
engaged in hermeneutics long before it became a fashionable term among post-
modernists. As this present text is focussed around ethnographic studies, it is, in a
sense, all about hermeneutics. For the sociological approach to religion, as earlier
emphasized, has always combined hermeneutics — interpretive understanding —
with sociological and historical analysis.

Although the sociological approach to religion does not entail a ‘cold, detached,
value-free orientation’, which, as Marvin Harris suggests, represents a total distor-
tion of an earlier generation of social scientists (1980, 12), it usually implies what
has been described as ‘methodological agnosticism’. Thus anthropologists adopt-
ing a sociological approach are not concerned with the truth status or morality
of specific religious concepts or beliefs, nor with the authenticity of the personal



10 RELIGION AND ANTHROPOLOGY

experiences that are often attributed to religious devotees or prophets (Hamilton
1995, 5-12; Beckford 2003, 2—3). This is because, ever since Durkheim, anthropol-
ogists have made an implicit distinction between philosophical issues relating to
existence (ontology), truth (epistemology), and morality (ethics) — which has not
been their main concern — and the role of the anthropologist as a social scientist. In
this role they employ what Wright Mills (1959) called the ‘sociological imagination’
to both understand religion as a system of meanings and to explain religion within
its socio-historical context by means of comparative, functional, or causal analysis.
Anthropologists as social scientists have thus, following their vocation, been neither
for nor against religion, neither engaged in theology, apologetics, or advocacy, nor
in explicitly attacking or dismissing religion as meaningless or irrational in the style
of the logical positivists. As empirical naturalists, most anthropologists have thus
been concerned with knowledge and the understanding of human cultures, not with
eternal truths, ultimate meanings, self-enlightenment, or the morality or other-
wise of people’s religious concepts. Recent discussions of the ‘rationality debate’
have emphasized, like Firth and Foucault, the importance of a critical ration-
alism when approaching religion and the need to separate philosophical issues re-
lating to truth and existence from the scientific approach to religion (see Firth 1996
and Jensen and Martin 1997; but cf. Lett 1997, who suggests that anthropologists as
empirical scientists should, to maintain their own integrity, fervently and publicly
declare that religious beliefs are ‘nonsensical’ and ‘demonstrably untrue’ and that
religion is a ‘thicket of superstition’).

Many contemporary postmodern anthropologists, often advocating a kind of
New Age theology, have followed religious phenomenologists like Eliade in adopt-
ing a very condescending or dismissive attitude towards social science. Sociological
analysis is thus repudiated with such negative epithets as ‘positivist’ or ‘detached’
or ‘reductionist’, and social scientists are accused, often in the most oracular fash-
ion, of ‘reifying’ social phenomena or as treating religion as ‘epiphenomena’. Even
more perverse is that New Age anthropologists derogate an earlier generation
of social scientists for having a ‘unitary’ conception of the human subject, as if
anthropologists were still stuck in the seventeenth century! Such New Age and
postmodern anthropologists seem to be discovering for themselves what has been
common knowledge among social scientists ever since Marx, namely, that humans
in all cultures are intrinsically social beings and that self-identity — personhood —
is complex, shifting, composite, relational, and involves multiple identities (see
Morris 2000, 41-8). As I shall explore in this study, most of these adverse criticisms
of the social scientific approach by postmodern and New Age anthropologists are
unwarranted, prejudiced, and verge on caricature (on the sociological approach to
religion, see Morris 1987, 23—90, 106—40; Hamilton 2001; Beckford 2003; specifically
on the Marxist approach, see Siegel 1986).

There is a common tendency among many scholars of religion to exaggerate or
overemphasize the importance of religion in human social life, such that religion
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is described as forming the basis for almost everything that humans do or think.
Religion, one scholar tells us, ‘is very much and always with us. It is with us at
every moment of life’ — and with regard to all the events of life (Idowu 1973, 1).
This is about as valid and as enlightening as the suggestion that all human life has a
material or biological dimension or that everything is political or economic. I thus
tend to think, like Clifford Geertz, that nobody, not even religious mystics or saints
or Catholic priests, live in the ‘world’ that religious symbols formulate all the time,
and that the majority of humans live it only at moments, or not at all; ‘the everyday
world of common sense objects and practical acts is... the paramount reality in
human experience’ (Geertz 1975, 119). Even Husserl acknowledged this, in spite of
his tendencies towards subjective idealism. Religion is thus only one perspective in
terms of which humans construe the world, and it is certainly not the most basic.

Asreligionisa complex and multifaceted phenomenon, one can thus understand
it fully only by adopting an integral approach, in which all approaches to religion
must be taken into account. But in this present text I focus almost exclusively on
the sociological approach to religion, not only because this has been by far the
most dominant trend in social anthropology over the past fifty years or so, but
also because in the recent decade this approach has tended to be marginalized or
ignored in many introductory texts and anthologies. The emphasis in such texts
is on such topics as the aesthetics of religion, body symbolism, the semiotics of
magic and ritual, and a general focus on the more exotic aspects of religion — to
the exclusion often of any discussion of Buddhism and Islam or on the political
economy of religion.

It must be emphasized that this present text is focussed almost entirely on ethno-
graphic studies; not because I see such ethnographies as case study material to
illustrate the sociological approach, but rather because I see them as substantive
studies in their own right — texts that, within their own pages, combine the inter-
pretation of cultural phenomena (religious ideas and practices) with theory, in the
form of sociological analysis. As my main concern in this book is expository, to
offer a critical guide to the social anthropology of religion, I have quoted liberally
from the writings of various scholars, both to give the flavour of their work and
to avoid any misunderstandings. I have also, as in my earlier studies, attempted to
approach the work of other scholars with an attitude of critical sympathy. At times,
exasperated by the pretensions of some postmodernists, or by the rather arrogant
and disparaging denunciations of social science by hermeneutic anthropologists,
I may at times have been a little harsh in my criticisms. But please note: they are
criticisms, and nowhere in these pages do I intend to belittle the work of the many
scholars that I discuss.

This book has a regional and ethnographic focus and is in eight chapters, the
contents of which are summarized thus:

Chapter 1 is on shamanism. After an initial discussion on the relationship
of shamanism to spirit-possession and altered states of consciousness, I explore
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shamanic rituals and the role of the shaman in two ethnographic contexts — with
respect to the Siberian peoples and the Inuit of North America. I conclude the
chapter with a discussion of neo-shamanism and the various interpretations of
shamanism as a social phenomenon.

Chapter 2 is devoted to an exploration of the complex relationship between
Buddhism and spirit-cults, and its focus is on South-East Asia. After an initial
discussion of Buddhism, in the classical sense as a religion of salvation, I explore
the relationship between Buddhism and spirit-cults in four societies — Burma,
Thailand, Sri Lanka, and Tibet — drawing on some important and comprehensive
ethnographic studies. I conclude the chapter with a brief look at the relationship
between Buddhism and state power.

Chapter 3 is focussed on Islamic societies and is particularly centred on an-
thropological studies that have explored the nature of Islam as a popular religious
form, especially the relationship between Islam as a religion of salvation and the
spirit-cults. After outlining the early history of Islam and its basic ‘orthopraxy),
I discuss the nature and function of Zar cults in two ethnographic contexts —
Somalia and the Sudan. I then turn to the more political aspects of Islam and discuss
Gellner’s theory of ‘two styles’ of Islam: the Hamadsha sufi brotherhood in
Morocco and the relationship between Islam and political rule in Morocco, fo-
cussing particularly on the political sociology of the reformist movement.

Chapter 4 is on popular Hinduism. After an initial section on what is usually
described as ‘Sanskritic’ Hinduism, I give an account of popular Hinduism, its
gods and rituals, and illustrate this popular Hinduism by exploring a number of
ethnographic contexts — religion among the Coorgs of South India, the cult of the
goddess in Orissa, and the Radha-Krishna Bhakti cult in Madras. I then give an
account of a new religious movement that has emerged from the Hindu tradition
and that has had an important cultural impact in both India and the West — the
Hare Krishna movement. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of the role of
religious gurus in the contemporary resurgence of a militant Hindu nationalism.

Chapter 5 is on Christianity and religion in Africa. After outlining the Christian
tradition and the religious concepts and practices that constitute what is generally
described as ‘traditional’ African religion, I discuss this religion in relation to
specific ethnographic contexts. I focus on some key anthropological texts that
have attempted to go beyond a narrow hermeneutical approach and to explore
African religions, within their socio-historical context, particularly in regard to the
impact of Christianity. I thus discuss the following subjects: religion among the
Kongo of Zaire; religious change in Zambia; and the relation between the religious
cosmology of the Tshidi of Mafeking and both the Christian missions and the
expanding capitalist economy. The chapter concludes with a brief note on the
pentecostalist movement in Africa.

Chapter 6 is focussed on African-based religions in the ‘New World’ — the
Americas. After an initial discussion on the impact of the Atlantic slave trade on
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African cultures, I discuss the emerging African religions in three specific contexts —
Haiti, Jamaica, and Brazil. I thus focus on Vodou religion, Revivalism, and the
Rastafari movement in Jamaica, and on Candomble in Brazil.

Chapter 7 is specifically concerned with the religions of Melanesia and is focussed
on some key ethnographic studies, dealing respectively in the first part of the
chapter with the religions of the Kwaio and Tsembago. I then turn to a discussion
of millennial movements in Melanesia, the well-known cargo cults, examining the
historical background of these movements, some specific ethnographic examples,
and the various interpretations that have been suggested by anthropologists to
explain them.

Chapter 8 examines the recent upsurge of Neopaganism and New Age religion
in Western Europe and North America. After exploring the basic worldview and
historical roots of this Neopagan revival, which is a diverse and eclectic movement, I
discussin turn its main forms, Wicca, feminist witchcraft, Druidryand the northern
tradition, and ritual magic, and conclude the chapter with a discussion of the
Western Mystery tradition and its most recent manifestation — New Age religion.

Although it has not been possible to cover every region and topic, overall the
book provides a comprehensive introduction to the social anthropology of reli-
gion. It is thus focussed on the ethnographic studies of those scholars who have
continued to embrace the ‘dual heritage” of anthropology, combining the interpre-
tive understanding of subjective meanings with a social scientific perspective that
situates religion within its wider socio-historical context.



Shamanism

1.1. PROLOGUE

When I was a student-novitiate in anthropology in the 1970s, shamanism was some-
thing of an unknown and esoteric subject among the general public. Even among
anthropologists the topic of shamanism was disparaged. That doyen of postmod-
ern anthropologists, Clifford Geertz, famously declared that shamanism was one
of those ‘dessicated types’ or ‘insipid categories’ by means of which ethnographers
of religion ‘devitalize their data’ (1975, 122). A cultural transformation has taken
place over the past two decades, and there has been a renaissance in studies of
shamanism. For not only has shamanism — as a social phenomenon — become an
important topic of research in the fields of anthropology and religious studies, but
it is also now widely practised as a mode of spiritual or self-enlightenment among
New Age adherents.

In recent years, however, postmodern anthropologists have been telling us that as
shamanismisa ‘made-up, modern, western category’ (in case you didn’tknow!) and
as it does not exist as a ‘unitary and homogeneous’ phenomenon, we should stop
talking about ‘shamanism’ and instead write only of ‘shamanisms’ or ‘shamanry’
or ‘shamanizing. By these criteria they themselves should stop writing about
‘anthropology’, ‘western, ‘time) and the ‘Evenki’! Such semantic quibbles and
banal nominalism seem to be unnecessary and stultifying and cannot be sustained
even by their advocates. Indeed, far from being an ‘outmoded western category’
as postmodern anthropologists suppose, shamanism has become an important re-
search topic as well as showing a surprising capacity to adapt to new urban contexts
(Saladin D’Anglure 1996, 507). Here I use the term shamanism simply as a concept
to refer to a complex set of beliefs, ritual practices, and social relationships that
have worldwide occurrence, which I subsequently define and explore.

Two other rather banal observations coming from postmodern students of reli-
gion are also worth noting. One is the suggestion that tribal people conceptualize
the spirits and deities as ‘persons’ — ‘dividual’ is the current fashionable label — as
if anthropologists had never before been aware of this obvious fact. The second
is the rather oracular pronouncements against the use of the term spirit. The term
spirit is unhelpful, Graham Harvey tells us, because it has diverse meanings and is
‘nothing less than a mystification contrived by sceptical outsiders’ (2003, 11). But
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in contradictory fashion he also tells us that the term spirit is ‘empty of meaning),
that it implies a dualistic metaphysic and suggests that spiritual beings are beyond
sensual experience. The implication that anyone using the term spirit— scholars as
diverse as Evans-Pritchard, Hultkrantz, Middleton, Lewis, Siikala, Harner, Fortes —
is thereby engaged in mystification and embraces a Cartesian metaphysic is not
only completely fallacious but also demeaning towards a generation of anthropol-
ogists, all of whom, unlike Harvey, had spent many years engaged in ethnographic
fieldwork. Anthropologists have long recognized that spirits are conceptualized
as ‘persons’ and addressed as such, that there are many different kinds of spiri-
tual beings within a specific context, and that the spirits manifest themselves
sensuously (how else!) as humans, in dreams, in the form of animals or birds,
as masked dancers, or embodied in artefacts (amulets, figurines, sculptured im-
ages). Like some Victorian scholars, Harvey has the quaint idea that tribal people
talk to the trees and propitiate bears and plovers, whereas these are only hiero-
phanies (to use Eliade’s term) of spirits or deities. For example, in Malawi, god
[mulungu] and the ancestral spirits [mizimu] are conceptualized as persons and
addressed as grandparent [ambuye]. People do not address prayers to clay pots or
puff adders but to the spirits [#mizimu], which are embodied in these (and other)
natural features. The alternatives to the term spirit — superpersons, shades, numi-
nals, personages, other than human persons, powers — that have been suggested
are hardly more enlightening. Following Hallowell, Harvey opts for ‘other than
human persons’ (the Ojibway seem to have addressed them as ‘grandfathers’);
it is a rather vague concept, for it not only covers spiritual beings (god, deities,
spirit) but, in different contexts, a host of entities — motorbikes, animals, divining
instruments, business corporations, and boats — but excludes malevolent spirits
and witches, which, in Malawi at least, are not conceived as ‘persons’ (see Morris
2000, 41—68).

Personally, I prefer the term spirit (as a translation, for example, of mzimu) as
it still retains the connotation of its original Latin meaning — despite the dual-
istic emphases of Christian Neoplatonism and Cartesian philosophy — namely,
that of breath, life, wind, awe, mystery, and invisibility. Harvey still seems stuck
in Christian theology, with its psychologistic emphasis, and ignores the fact that
the term spirit not only predates Descartes (let alone anthropology!) but that the
dualistic, spiritualist metaphysic he alludes to is not a characteristic of a mysti-
fying secular humanism but of religious thinkers such as Plato, Augustine, and
Descartes.

In this chapter I simply follow and employ the terms used for spiritual beings by
the scholars and ethnographers themselves, even though in some contexts it might
have been helpful to distinguish between gods, who have full moral personhood
and rarely possess humans, and spirits who are only minimally persons, often
capricious and amoral, and are the main focus of spirit-possession rituals (Mageo
and Howard 1996). Harvey’s contention that shamans are not primarily concerned
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with ‘spirituality’ but rather strive for basic subsistence needs, health, and prosperity
(2003, 8) has, of course, been affirmed by generations of anthropologists, ever since
the time of Durkheim and Weber.

This chapter is focussed on shamanism in its widest sense. In the first three
sections I address the question ‘What is shamanism?” and discuss the relation-
ship of shamanism to altered states of consciousness and to spirit-possession. In
Sections 1.5 and 1.6, I explore shamanic rituals and the role of the shaman in two
ethnographic contexts — with respect to Siberian peoples and the Inuit, of Arctic
Canada and Greenland. In Section 1.7, I describe a recent social movement, neo-
shamanism, which has become a key part of the western New Age culture. In the
final sections, I discuss two comparative studies and various interpretations of
shamanism as a social phenomenon.

1.2. WHAT IS SHAMANISM?

The term shaman is taken from the language of the Evenki (Tungus), a hunt-
ing and reindeer-herding people of eastern Siberia, and was used to refer to
their spirit-mediums [saman]. It has been suggested that the word is derived
from the Indo-European verb root sa, meaning ‘to know’ (in Pali, samana; in
French, savoir) and that the cultural-historical foundations of shamanism may be
sought in Buddhism or in other scriptural traditions of Asia. The evidence in-
dicates, however, that Siberian shamanism at least is probably endemic, having
its origins or roots in early Palaeolithic hunting and gathering cultures, even
though the word saman itself may be of foreign origin, as Shirokogoroff sug-
gested. Indeed, the term samana (or shamana) is the Pali term for a Buddhist monk
(Shirokogoroft 1935, 266-9; Ripinsky-Naxon 1993, 69; Siikala and Hoppal 1998, 2;
Hutton 2001, 114).

Several writers have viewed shamanism, that is, communion with the ‘spirit
world’ through trance states or out-of-body experiences, as the ancient or
‘ur-religion’ of humankind, as virtually co-terminous with humanity. It is seen
as having its source in the pan-human ‘existential quest for meaning’ or in be-
ing functional in enabling early humans to cope with the serious problems of
health and survival. An intrinsic link is therefore made between shamanism and
altered states of consciousness (La Barre 1972; Harner 1980, 53; Ripinsky-Naxon
1993, 9).

The first description of a shamanic séance was recorded in the thirteenth cen-
tury, when a Franciscan monk visited the Mongolian court. He described how the
shaman, as oracle, beating a drum during a night ceremony invoked the (evil)
spirits. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, eyewitness accounts
of Siberian and Inner Asian shamanism continued to be recorded by travellers
and missionaries, especially from Russian sources. Shamanism thus from an early
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period became the subject of the European cultural imagination, and the shaman
was portrayed in diverse ways — as an expression of demonic forces, the source of
art and esotericism, as an archaic magician, and as a wounded healer. Even Enlight-
enment figures such as Diderot, Herder, and Goethe were fascinated by Siberian
shamanism (Flaherty 1992; Siikala and Hoppal 1998; Hutton 2001, 29—44).

It was, however, the phenomenologist and well-known scholar of comparative
religion, Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), who offered perhaps the first comprehensive
study of shamanism. Indeed, his book, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy
(1964), has become something of a classic, a pioneering study that has had a wide
appeal and influence. For Eliade, shamanism was pre-eminently a religious phe-
nomenon of Siberia and Central Asia, and he virtually equated shamanism with
‘techniques of ecstasy’ and the shaman’s ‘magical flight’ The shaman was thus in-
terpreted as an inspired priest who ‘specializes in a trance during which his soul
is believed to leave his body and ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld’
(1964, 5). Eliade distinguished the shaman as a mystic who engaged in such ec-
static journeys from other ritual specialists, such as magicians and ‘medicine-men’
(herbalists), and he emphasized that the shaman controlled his tutelary spirits. The
shaman is thus a kind of spirit-medium who interacts with the ‘spirit world’ on
behalf of his community and engages in such social practices as divination, partic-
ularly in relation to the presence of game animals, healing rites, and the protection
of the kin group or community from malevolent spiritual influences. But Eliade
made a clear distinction between shamanism — implying ecstasy (or trance), soul
flight, and the mastery of the spirits — and spirit-possession. The latter, involving
the ‘embodiment’ of the spirits by the shaman, Eliade recognized as almost a uni-
versal phenomenon; nevertheless, he was adamant that being ‘possessed’ by spirits
was not a part of shamanism in the strict sense. Thus the shamanism of the Evenki
(Tungus), as recorded by Shirokogoroff (1935), having been deeply influenced by
Buddhism from the South, was regarded by Eliade as a syncretic, decadent form of
an original authentic shamanism (1964, 500). Many scholars have questioned this
formulation and have stressed that spirit-possession may often be a functional al-
ternative to the ‘soul flight’ and is thus an intrinsic aspect of the shamanic complex
(Lewis 1986, 84—6; Siikala and Hoppal 1998, 21).

Eliade’s study was not restricted to Siberia and the Eurasian context. He ranged
widely and noted, even if only implicitly, the presence of shamanism in North
and South America, in South-East Asia, and in Oceania — although significantly
he completely ignored the African context. Subsequent research has indicated that
shamanism is a worldwide phenomena and is by no means restricted to Siberia
and Central Asia (Lewis 1971; Harner 1980; Vitebsky 1995a).

The entire raison d’etre of shamanism, wrote Joan Townsend, ‘is to interact with
the spirit world for the benefit of those in the material world’ (1997, 431). The
shaman is thus essentially a spirit-medium who serves as a ‘bridge’ between the
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‘spirit world’ and the world of the living. Ioan Lewis, following Shirokogoroff, has
thus defined the shaman as

an inspired prophet or leader, a charismatic religious figure with the power to control
the spirits, usually by incarnating them. If spirits speak through him, he is also likely
to have the capacity to engage in mystical flight and other ‘out-of-body’ experiences.
(1986, 88)

As misfortunes in many societies are believed to be caused by spirits, and as such
misfortunes can be countered only with the aid of ‘helping spirits, the shaman
essentially acts as the intermediary in order to alleviate many diverse problems.
Essential to this endeavour is the mastery or control of spirits.

This question is often asked: Is shamanism a religion? Most scholars suggest that
shamanism is not a ‘religion’ in the sense of an organized or institutionalized social
phenomenon — but nevertheless they frequently aver to describing it as a ‘world-
view), or as an ‘ideology’, or as a ‘hunter’s religion’ (Vitebsky 19954, 11; Townsend
1997, 431-3). Ake Hultkrantz rightly suggests that shamanism is best described as
a complex of various beliefs and practices within a religion and not a religion in
itself. Although shamanism is often identified with the religious cosmology of the
Siberian peoples, as explored by Eliade, with its multilayered universe (heaven,
earth, underworld) connected by a cosmic pillar or tree, shamanism, of course, is
to be found in many different societies, with widely differing religious concepts
and cosmologies — even within the Siberian context. Hultkrantz specifically defines
religion as a belief in gods and spirits and as involving ‘faith in the existence of a
supernatural world’ — although he eschews the concept of transcendental. As reli-
gion is thus the ‘intuitive certainty of another world’, shamanism is viewed as being
explicitly grounded in a two-world theory. Thus we have the ordinary world as
experienced in everyday life and the ‘supernatural’ or ‘hidden world” experienced
only during trance states (Hultkrantz 1988, 36-9).

This notion of shamanism as being embedded within a dualistic worldview is
expressed even more clearly by Michael Harner:

A perception of two realities is typical of shamanism, even though some western arm-
chair philosophers have long denied the legitimacy of claiming such a dual division
between the ordinary world and a hidden world among primitive peoples. (1980, 60)

Thus the shaman is seen as existing in two worlds: in the ordinary world of
daily life and in the hidden world of the spirits into which he or she enters during
a trance state. Townsend described these ‘two realities” as the ‘material reality’
in which we live and the ‘spiritual reality], which is the abode of spirits, souls of
the dead, deities, and other beings. Thus, by falling into a trance, the shaman is
interpreted as entering the other reality, the unseen world (Townsend 1997, 437;
Hultkrantz 1988, 38).
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But, of course, people in their ordinary working life also communicate with the
spirits, and thus spiritual beings are equally to be seen as existing within the world
of commonsense experience. Ronald Hutton has thus affirmed, at least in relation
to the Siberian cosmologies, that the spirits ‘were fully integrated with the natural
and human environments; indeed they were an aspect of them’ (2001, 67). The
important point is how the events and concrete things of ordinary experience and
perception are interpreted and conceptualized within particular social contexts.

Following Shirokogoroff and Lewis, we can therefore define a shaman as a person
who is able to control the spirits. What is crucial is not the ‘ecstatic magical flight) as
a visionary journey, but the ability to contact and possess spirits, so that a dialogue
or relationship can be established between the spirit and the local community. He
or she is therefore a specific kind of spirit-medium.

1.3. SHAMANISM AND ALTERED STATES OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Mircea Eliade, influenced by phenomenology, suggested that religion must be un-
derstood only in its own terms and so repudiated any attempt to relate religious
phenomena to sociological and psychological factors. To try to grasp the essence
(meaning) of religion by reference to sociology and psychology he thus considered
false and reductive. Yet, in closely identifying shamanism with trance and defining
the former specifically as ‘techniques of ecstasy, Eliade himself has been much
criticized by scholars for his own reductive, psychological approach to shamanism.
In fact, in adopting a comparative approach, he was deviating substantially, as he
admitted, from the kind of phenomenology advocated by Husser! (on Eliade’s ap-
proach to religion, see Altizer 1963; Allen 1978; Morris 1987, 174-81; and the short
but useful review essay by Pals 1996, 158—97).

As the shamanic séance involves what is described as a ‘shift’ in consciousness,
trance (or ecstasy), as earlier noted, is invariably seen as a key feature of shamanism.
The terms trance and ecstasy are often used by scholars as almost interchangeable,
indeed as synonyms, with trance tending to be favoured by psychologists and
anthropologists, ecstasy by students of comparative religion. Both terms have their
problems. The word ecstasy derives from the Greek ekstasis, meaning to displace
or drive out, and its usual connotations may be misleading, as they tend to imply
frenzy, euphoria, rapture, or intense emotions, or, in a theistic context, union with
the divine. Trance, on the other hand, often implies a hypnotic or unconscious
state and may be used to cover a wide range of different mental states (Pattee 1988,
18—19; Townsend 1997, 441). Thus, over the recent decades, and given the interest
in ‘transpersonal psychology’ and the emerging drug culture in Europe and North
America, the rubric ‘altered states of consciousness’ has come into vogue. In fact, it
has become something of a ‘buzzword’ in interdisciplinary studies of shamanism,
to the neglect often of the social and cultural aspects of shamanism (Atkinson
1992, 310). Harner, however, refers specifically to a shamanic state of consciousness,



20 RELIGION AND ANTHROPOLOGY

which the shaman enters only when performing the shamanic tasks — that is, only
during a ritual séance — and notes that this altered state of consciousness includes
varying degrees of trance. But he affirms that ‘what is definite is that sorme degree of
alteration of consciousness is necessary to shamanic practice’ (his emphasis, 1980,
59—62).

Altered states of consciousness have been particularly emphasized in the writings
of Michael Winkelman. He suggests that such states — expressed in dreams, soul
flights or out-of-body experiences, meditative and mystical states, possession rites,
and visionary experiences — form a biological basis for many aspects of religious
behaviour. As with la Barre (1972), Winkelman suggests that the altered states of
consciousness evident in shamanic activities provide a basis for explicating the
‘ontogenesis of religious experience’ (1997, 393).

The induction of such altered states of consciousness has been explored by many
scholars; and it may be accomplished in many different ways by use of a variety of
agents and procedures. These include, in particular, the use of psychotropic plants
and fungi to induce trance or visionary experiences. Among the more well known
are the fly agaric (Amanita muscaria), tobacco (Nicotiana spp), ayahuasca or yagé
(Banisteriopsis spp), and the peyote cactus (Lophophora sp). Although in Mexico,
Siberia, and the Amazon region hallucinogenic plants or fungi are often used to
ritually induce an altered state of consciousness, they are by no means essential,
or even widely practised. More common is the use of the drum and rhythmic
dancing. In his own system of neo-shamanic healing and counselling, Michael
Harner advocates rhythmic drumming and chanting, not drugs, to induce the
‘shamanic’ state of consciousness (1980, 64—6; on hallucinogenic plants, see Furst
1972; Schultes and Hofmann 1979; Ripinsky-Naxon 1993, 131—50).

Besides drumming, chanting, and the use of psychotropic plants, many other
activities can induce ecstasy, visionary experiences, or other altered states of con-
sciousness — namely, sensory and social deprivation (isolation, fasting, and ex-
posure to extreme temperatures), intensive physical movement (dancing, long-
distance running, or the use of swings), sleep deprivation, mental concentration
as in meditative states, or physical pain (including torture). But such changes in
states of consciousness and how they are interpreted — whether, for example, sim-
ple inebriation or possession by the god Dionysus — are influenced and shaped by
many factors: the expectations, dispositions, and motives of the individual person,
cultural beliefs and schemas, and the social context. Thus, with altered states of
consciousness, whether induced by drumming or psychotropic plants, ‘what will
be perceived and how it will be experienced is related to the cultural context and the
traditional meanings provided by the individual’ (Bourguignon 1979, 242; for fur-
ther discussions of altered states of consciousness, see Ludwig 1968; Bourguignon
1979, 233—69; Winkelman 1997; Siikala and Hoppal 1998, 26-31).

Although writers like Winkelman suggest there is a ‘common mode of con-
sciousness’ utilized in shamanic rituals (as well as in visionary experiences and
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meditative states), they also emphasize that there are significant physiologi-
cal and phenomenological differences within the altered state of consciousness
(Winkelman 1997, 410). What is experienced — a soul flight or out-of-body experi-
ence, possession, a mystical state of pure being (what Eliade described as entasis),
or a visionary experience; the degree of consciousness or amnesia; and whether the
experience is interpreted in secular or religious terms — all these seem to be ex-
tremely variable. Harner suggests that the altered (shamanic) state of consciousness
is a ‘conscious waking state’ while Winkelman emphasizes that, although posses-
sion usually entails amnesia, meditative states may bring a heightened sense of
awareness (Harner 1980, xx; Winkelman 1997, 413-5).

The close identification of shamanism with altered states of consciousness (es-
pecially with psychotropic plants) has led many recent scholars to interpret the
rock paintings of Siberia, Western Europe, and Southern Africa as products of
shamanic rituals. Whether anthropomorphic figures, polychromatic paintings of
animals, schematic (or entopic) images, or portraits of masked figures (such as the
famous ‘sorcerer’ of the Les Trois Freres Cave in the Pyrenees), all have been associ-
ated with shamanism and trance states. They are thus seen as reflecting the religion
of hunter—gatherers in the upper Palaeolithic (Pfeiffer 1982; Lewis-Williams and
Dowson 1988; Clottes and Lewis-Williams 1998; Siikala and Hoppal 1998, 132—49;
Pearson 2002).

Although often denying that their analyses are reductive, anthropologists have
the tendency to identify shamanism with altered states of consciousness, which
tends to put an emphasis on psychology and to downplay the social and cultural
dimensions of shamanism. As Atkinson cogently puts it

Certainly shifts in consciousness are a key part of shamanic practice. But to analyse
shamanism primarily as a trance phenomenon is akin to analysing marriage solely as a
function of reproductive biology. (1992, 311)

In relation to the Daur Mongols, Caroline Humphrey is critical of seeing trance —
ecstasy as the defining characteristic of shamanism and emphasizes that shamanic
practices deal with a range of different mental states. These include

different kinds of dreaming, assumption of other identities, having visions, the exal-
tation of calling for blessings, various states of dissociation, achieved by shamans, and
even fever-induced delirium or drunkenness. (1996, 31)

States of dissociation are what are ordinarily meant by the term trance, and
most of these states seem to fall under Winkelman’s rubric of ‘altered states of con-
sciousness’. But what was essential to someone’s being called a shaman [yadgan],
Humphrey writes, ‘was the ability to become at one with a spirit, and consequently
able to journey in the cosmos’ (1996, 31).

This does not seem very different from Eliade’s conception of the shaman.
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There are serious limitations when discussing shamanism, of focussing exclu-
sively on altered states of consciousness: but it is, I think, equally unhelpful to deny
any connection between shamanism, and religion more generally, and ecstatic
states.

1.4. SPIRIT-POSSESSION AND SHAMANISM

Ioan Lewis’ important study, ‘Ecstatic Religion’, is a sustained attempt, in the
structural-functionalist tradition — which for Lewis did not imply the ‘teleological
mystique of status-quo maintenance’ or a repudiation of history — to offer a so-
ciological interpretation of shamanism and spirit-possession. His aim, as he puts
it, is to try and isolate ‘the particular social and other conditions which encourage
the development of an ecstatic emphasis in religion’ (1971, 28). He is critical of
cognitive anthropology and Levi-Straussion structuralism for ignoring the social
context. Such analyses, in treating religion as a thing in itself ‘with a life of its own’
are, Lewis feels, consonant with a theological perspective and the contemporary
interest in the occult.

Lewis’ interest in spirit-possession was derived from his own fieldwork experi-
ences among the pastoral nomads of the Somali republic. Here, although an Islamic
culture, spirit-possession plays an important role as a peripheral cult associated
primarily with women who become possessed by Zar spirits. The nature of this
ecstatic cult I explore more fully in Chapter 3. But here I must outline Lewis’ general
theory of spirit-possession and shamanism, which is clearly expressed in his essay
on ‘The Shaman’s Career’ (1986, 78-93).

The term spirit-possession generally denotes the incarnation or possession of
an individual by some spiritual being and not by some vague ‘external forces’.
According to the culture, the spirit may ‘possess’ or control the individual person
in a number of different ways — it may reside in the head, ‘ride’ the individual as a
horse, or a spirit might fully incarnate the person, taking full control of his or her
body — and the person is ‘seized’ by the divinity or spirit. He or she then becomes
a ‘vessel’ or ‘temple’ or the embodiment of the spirit.

Long ago, Raymond Firth, writing about Tikopia religious beliefs and ritu-
als, made a useful distinction among spirit-possession, spirit-mediumship, and
shamanism. Spirit-possession entails abnormal personal behaviour being inter-
preted by other members of a society as evidence that a spirit is controlling the
person’s actions, probably inhabiting his or her body. Spirit-mediumship means
simply communication with what are understood in a community to be entities in
the spirit world. The person is conceived as serving as an intermediary between a
human community and the spirits, as in many divinatory rites. Finally, shamanism
is a social phenomenon in which a person, whether or not a spirit-medium, is
regarded as controlling the spirits, exercising his or her mastery over them (1967,
296). Lewis suggests that all these three modes of communication with the spirit
world are involved in shamanic rites.
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The possessing spirit may be of various kinds — mythical culture-heroes, ancestral
spirits or ghosts, legendary kings or historical personalities, nature spirits, and
various types of deities. Significantly, where there is a belief in a high god, belief
in possession by such a god is rare, and in the Christian tradition, possession is
usually envisaged as by the ‘holy ghost” or ‘holy spirit’. In a wider context it tends to
be spirits rather than gods that possess humans (Mageo and Howard 1996, 11—27).
Such spirits may be conceived as malevolent, but most spirits are not regarded as
wholly bad, even though their beneficent aspect may often consist simply of leaving
people alone. Spirits may be communicated with and contacted in various ways —
through sacrifice, prayer, dreams, or rituals — but the shamanic rituals involving
possession entail a close and immediate relationships with the divinities or the
spirits.

It might be worth mentioning that the most famous shaman or spirit-medium
in history was, of course, Jesus of Nazareth, although many Christians and even
some anthropologists seem to baulk at the idea. From the New Testament record,
it is evident that Jesus had visionary experiences, believed himself to be possessed
by god the father — “The words that I speak unto you I speak not of myself, but the
father that dwelleth in me’ (John 14: 9—10) —and interpreted illness and misfortunes
as being due to ‘unclean spirits’ and devils. Jesus is described as being ‘full of the
holy ghost” and being ‘led by the spirit, and there are numerous instances of Jesus
‘casting out’ malevolent spirits. There is no mention at all of medical herbalism in
the gospels, and Jesus seems to have been essentially a spirit-healer and exorcist.
Even the early Christian church under Paul seems to have all the hallmarks of a
spirit-possession cult (Morris 1975).

In his study of ecstatic religion, Ioan Lewis fully explores the relationship be-
tween spirit-possession and other related phenomena — such as trance states, soul
loss, and shamanism. Although he suggests that spirit-possession is often closely
associated with trance or ecstasy, there is, however, no intrinsic connexion. Altered
states of consciousness occur in many different social contexts, both secular and re-
ligious, and are not necessarily associated with spirit-possession per se but may be
interpreted in many other ways. Lewis mentions trance states among the Samburu
of Kenya. Pastoral nomads, Samburu men of the warrior age group typically fall
into a trance on particular occasions. Such trances are viewed as culturally condi-
tioned responses to tension and danger, in which there is no mystical interpretation
(Spencer 1965; Lewis 1971, 40). In the trance performances of the !Kung bushmen,
there is also no incarnation of spirits (see Lee 1968; Katz 1976, 1982; Guenther 1999).

Conversely, in many social contexts, spirit-possession involves no dissociation
or altered states of consciousness. For example, Harper (1957) records one South
Indian shaman who incarnated a local deity, Siddheshavana, at will, and who,
although alleged to go into a trance, seemed to be fully conscious during the séance,
answering any questions put to him at whatamounted to an open discussion forum.
Lewis also stresses that there is a widespread belief in many societies that illness is a
form of spirit-possession without this implying that the patient is in a trance state.
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Soul loss too may or may not be linked with spirit-possession. Among members
of the vodou cult in Haiti (discussed fully in Chapter 6), it is believed that the
loa spirits incarnate a person only after first displacing the gros bon ange [the big
good angel], one of the two souls a person is said to possess. Similarly, the Akawaio
Indians of Guyana believe that during a trance séance, the shaman’s soul or spirit
leaves his body, and he is then able to incarnate various forest spirits (Butt 1966).
But as Lewis indicates, this is not always the case, for among the Somali nomads a
person may become possessed by a Zar spirit, without this implying the doctrine
of soul loss. Conversely, soul loss is believed to occur in many African societies
without this involving spirit-possession. Lewis therefore feels that it is best to take
a phenomenological approach to the issue of possession and that if a person is
considered in his or her own cultural milieu to be possessed by a spirit, then this
can be taken as spirit-possession.

The question then arises as to the relationship between shamanism and spirit-
possession. As already described, Eliade (1964) and several other scholars have seen
shamanism and spirit-possession as antithetical phenomena. For these scholars,
shamanism involves a ‘soul flight’, a disembodied mystical experience — an ‘ascent
of man towards the gods’ — and entails the control or ‘mastery’ of the spirits. On the
other hand, spirit-possession is postulated as having no intrinsic link with shaman-
ism and is viewed in a negative sense as implying only an involuntary, unconscious
passive state. The shaman is one who is ‘inspired’ rather than possessed and seeks
to ‘cure possession’ (de Heusch 1981, 151-63; Pattee 1988, 22).

In an examination of the ethnographic record on the Evenki (Tungus) of Siberia,
specifically the classic studies of the Russian scholar Shirokogoroff (1935), Lewis ar-
gues that the rigid demarcation between shamanism and spirit-possession is unten-
able. He suggests that trance states, soul loss, magical flight, and spirit-possession
should not be seen as separate, self-sustaining forms of religiosity, as they coexist in
many societies. They should therefore be seen as essentially ‘constituent elements
in the composite shamanic complex’ (1986, 85).

In fact, he quotes Shirokogoroft’s definition of the shaman to emphasize that
spirit-possession is an intrinsic component of shamanism:

In all the Tungus languages the term [shaman] refers to both sexes who have mastered
the spirits, who at their will can introduce these spirits into themselves and use their
power over their spirits in their own interests, particularly helping other people who
suffer from the spirits: in such a capacity they may possess a complex of special methods
for dealing with the spirits. (Shirokogoroft 1935, 269)

Thus shamans had a variety of different ways of engaging with the spirits, includ-
ing possession, and sought the aid of specific tutelary or ‘helping spirits’. A shaman
therefore was a spirit-medium who often became possessed as well as having ‘mas-
tery’ of the spirits. Lewis therefore suggests that shamanism among the Siberian
peoples like the Evenki (Tungus) was in no sense a unique phenomenon, but that



SHAMANISM 25

their séances had affinities to those recorded elsewhere in other spirit-possession
cults. The important distinction therefore, for Lewis, was not between shamanism
and spirit-possession but between two forms of possession, an initial ‘uncontrolled’
possession, at the assumption of the shamanic role, and ‘controlled’ possession.
For after an initial traumatic experience, a person may become a shaman and, by
developing a relationship with one or more tutelary spirits, come to achieve some
degree of control over the spirits, particularly those malevolent spirits who may be
the agent of some illness or misfortune. Significantly, any spirit may be malevolent,
benevolent, or neutral, according to the local context and interpretation, and this
depends particularly on whether or not it is controlled by a shaman on behalf of
a local community (Shirokogoroff 1935, 21—2; Lewis 1986, 86). Some of these issues
are explored further in the next section, which deals specifically with Siberian
shamanism.

1.5. SIBERIAN AND INNER ASIAN SHAMANISM

There were considerable differences in the ecology, social life, and religious culture
of the peoples of Siberia and Inner Asia (Mongolia). People like the Yukaghir and
Evenki (Tungus) in central and north-eastern Siberia were largely hunters of deer
and elk and nomadicreindeer herders who had a well-developed clan system. On the
other hand, along the Pacific coast, the Chukchi and Koryak had a weakly developed
clan system, and, while the Chukchi were essentially reindeer herders, the Koryak
had an economy focussed around the hunting of sea mammals — whales, walruses,
and seals. In southern Siberia and Inner Asia, such peoples as the Sakha (Yakuts)
and Buryats had a more complex society, with a hierarchic social structure and
a developed pastoral and farming economy. Influenced by Buddhism, they often
had a more complex ritual and cosmological system. Throughout the region, there
was a wide variety of different kinds of shamans and other religious specialists,
and they varied in relation to their function, the kinds of spirits they invoked, and
the degree of prestige and professionalism they indicated. This was the case even
within a specific ethnic group (Vitebsky 19954, 34—7; Siikala and Hoppal 1998, 2—4;
Hutton 2001, 48—50).

Among the Evenki (Tungus), the shaman was often one of the leaders of the
clan, who conducted calendrical rites to ensure the success of hunting and was
concerned in helping clan members; curing illness, disease, and infertility; con-
ducting divinatory rites; and preventing misfortunes threatened by the spirits. For
among the Evenki, sickness and misfortune were believed to be due either to the
neglect of the ancestral clan spirits or to the attacks of alien spirits. The shaman
was thus centrally concerned with the well-being of the kin community, through
either propitiating the clan spirits or by warding off or exorcising alien spirits. Lewis
graphically remarks that the shaman was virtually involved in maintaining a ‘mys-
tical iron curtain’ to protect his kinfolk from misfortune (1971, 156). Although the
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shaman conducted a number of religious rituals, the main religious rite performed
by the shaman was the shamanic séance.

The Evenki, as with other peoples of Siberia, have a complex cosmological
system that suggests a multilevel cosmos: the upper world inhabited by the supreme
nature deities, the middle world containing humans and spirits of the earth, and the
underworld. The worlds are connected by a stream or cosmic pillar or tree. Besides
the ancestral spirits, the spirits that were important among these Siberian peoples
were mainly nature spirits — the spirits of the wolf, raven, bear, eagle, and plover.
Particularly important were the spirits of ancestral shamans, who often acted as
the shaman’s tutelary or guardian spirit. The relationship between the spirits and
the shaman was usually close and intimate, and often erotic, the spirit being con-
ceived as the wife (or husband) of the shaman. There was also a close relationship
between the spirits and animals. Spirits and shamans were able to transform them-
selves into animals (metamorphosis) and, as Shirokogoroff records, the spirits had
to be ‘placed’ in a physical body — a bird or animal — for the shaman to deal suc-
cessfully with the spirit. Equally important, local beliefs suggest that the spirits —as
‘keepers’ or ‘masters’ of the animals (which also have spirits) — allow the animals to
be killed as food for humans. Thus the marriage between the shaman and his spirit
(in the role as wife) is important in the successful maintenance of a ‘game supply
contract. Animals are not spirits, but spirits take animal form, and their propitia-
tion is essential for hunting success (Ripinsky-Naxon 1993, 75—7; Lewis 1999, 109;
Baldick 2000, 134—7; and the interesting article by Balzer 1996).

The initiation of the shaman was a long and complex process and has been the
subject of many studies and reports. Three features seem to have been common in
the Siberian context: an initial traumatic experience — what Siikala describes as the
‘shaman’s disease’; the shaman’s initial encounter with the spirits and his or her
acquisition of one or more tutelary spirits, the ‘spirit-helpers’, while in an ecstatic
state; and, finally, the recognition of the new shaman by members of his or her own
community.

Although social and personal reasons, such as striving for prestige and ma-
terial success, may often have led a person to becoming a shaman, most of the
shaman’s own personal reports and ethnographic studies suggest that an illness
or traumatic experience was the initial stimulus. Indeed, one early anthropologist,
Maria Czaplicka (1914), in a general study of Siberian people, specifically explained
shamanism by reference to the well-known ‘arctic hysteria’ But what seems to have
been generally the case is that a potential shaman could be recognized by abnormal
behaviour — mental unbalance, periods of seclusion, a propensity for dreaming,
fits of hysteria, unusual visions, or the hearing of voices. Particularly important
was that a serious illness, interpreted as possession by spirits, was frequently seen
as a prelude to the assumption of the shamanic role. The sickness, as Anna-Leena
Siikala writes, was interpreted as the ‘call of the spirits to become a shaman’ (Siikala
and Hoppal 1998, 6). Whether they do eventually become a ‘master of spirits’
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depended on a number of factors — often the position of shaman was inherited
within the family — but essentially it involved overcoming the illness with the aid
of the spirit-helpers — with which a relationship had been established — and being
able to induce a state of controlled possession. Thus a traumatic episode or ill-
ness interpreted as possession by a spirit; the identification of the offending spirit
and its adoption as a tutelary spirit; the acquisition of the necessary ritual para-
phernalia and support and tuition by an established shaman; and the eventual
control of the possessing spirit and the trance state — these seem to have been
the essential steps in becoming a shaman (see Halifax 1979 for interesting narra-
tive accounts of shamanic initiations and visionary experiences in a wide range of
societies).

Given the close association between the shaman’s initial ‘sickness’ and hysteria,
early scholars, especially those influenced by psychoanalysis, often contended that
the shaman was mentally ill, neurotic, paranoid, or even psychotic (e.g., Devereux
1961; Silverman 1967; La Barre 1972, 107). This has been disputed by later schol-
ars, who have argued that shamanism is not a function of mental illness and that
shamans are usually among the more intelligent, socially aware, and capable mem-
bers of a community; indeed, quintessentially normal. In fact, even performing
the shamanic role, as an intermediary between the spirit world and the local com-
munity, demands that the shaman be a competent, balanced, and sober individul
(Murphy 1964; Lewis 1971, 179—83; Noll 1983; Townsend 1997, 454—6).

The shamanic séance was a complex ritual in which humans are able to make
direct contact with the spirits. Although Eliade was centrally concerned to highlight
the ecstatic flight achieved by the shaman during the séance, it is of interest that
his own account of a typical séance among the Evenki (Tungus) seems to confirm
what Shirokogoroffand Lewis emphasize, namely, that it involved spirit-possession.
Eliade writes that, after a series of misfortunes in a community,

the shaman, bidden to determine the cause, incarnates a spirit and learns the reason why
the spirits. . . are causing the disequilibrium: he also learns what sacrifice can placate
them. The community then decides to undertake the sacrifice. (1964, 238)

The séance is usually held at night, as spirits are thought to be afraid of light.
Darkness is thus a prerequisite for a shamanic ritual. After preparations for the
séance have been made, the shaman dons his or her costume and invokes the
ancestral spirits. The shaman’s costume is made of cloth or leather and is adorned
with bits of metal or bone that represent the spirits in human or animal form. A
sacrifice is often made, usually a reindeer, and then the shaman begins drumming,
singing, and dancing. These gradually become louder and more frenzied as the
shaman, concentrating on the spirits, achieves an altered state of consciousness.
The eating of Amanita mushrooms, or the consumption of alcohol or tobacco, or
the use of aromatic herbs may serve to achieve an altered state of consciousness,
but Siikala suggests that the use of hallucinogens is not ‘essential to or even a vital



28 RELIGION AND ANTHROPOLOGY

factor in the shaman’s trance technique’ (Siikala and Hoppal 1998, 11; cf. Hutton
2001, 100—2).

During the ritual, the shaman’s helping spirit enters the body of the shaman and
speaks through him or her. As Eliade put it, “The shaman’s body is now inhabited
by a spirit, and it is the spirit that answers in his stead’ (1964, 239).

Thus the shaman fully identifies with the spirit: ‘he in fact turns into the spirit
and manifests this change in his gestures, movements and speech’ (Siikala and
Hoppal 1998, 11).

Another person, usually the shaman’s assistant, then becomes the shaman. Im-
portantly, besides the shaman and the assistant and the spirits that are invoked and
possessed by the shaman, the audience are also active participants in the shamanic
ritual. In her important studies of the Siberian shaman’s technique of ecstasy,
Siikala (1978) shows that the visionary journey of the shaman and spirit-possession
are simply functional alternatives in the process of communicating with the spirit
world and that the key feature of the séance is not only the ‘mastery of the spirits’
but also the ‘role-taking’ techniques of the shaman. Sometimes the shaman iden-
tifies completely with the spirit role; at other times, through ventriloquism, he sets
up a dialogue between himself or herself and the spirit, while at other stages of the
ritual, he or she may simply offer invocations or requests to the spirits. The depth
and intensity of the altered state of consciousness — the trance — vary throughout
the séance, but the shaman always attempts to keep in contact with the audience
(Siikala and Hoppal 1998, 26—40).

Thus a typical séance usually involved spirit-possession and undoubtedly had a
therapeutic value. The highly charged emotional atmosphere of the séance, when
it was applied to healing the sick, was, as Lewis wrote, probably highly effective
in the treatment of certain neurotic and psychosomatic illnesses. Moreover, as
Shirokogoroff pointed out, even in the case of organic ailments, the shamanic
séance was probably significant in strengthening the patient’s will to recover
(Lewis 1971, 53).

For many centuries, of course, the Siberian peoples have been influenced by
outside forces. The intrusions of the Russian state, first under the tsar and then
under the Soviet regime, the spread of capitalism — the fur trade and mining were
especially important — as well as the spread of Christian evangelism, all had a pro-
found impact on the social life and culture of Siberian peoples. Buddhism was also
influential among the Buryats and peoples to the south. There is ample evidence
to indicate that shamans were harassed and persecuted throughout this period, by
both Buddhists and orthodox Christians, and it is suggested that by about 1900
most Siberian peoples were nominally Christian, their shamanic practices often
being highly syncretic and conducted in secrecy. Among the Khanty during the
1930s, Marjorie Balzer (1983) writes, shamanism began to seriously decline when,
with collectivization, Soviet officials took away the drums and other equipment
of the shamans and began an active campaign against them. Shamans were de-
nounced as ‘deceivers’ and as overcharging their patients, and there was a general
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discrediting of the shamanic (i.e., spiritualist) worldview. Hospitals and mo-
bile medicine were introduced to Siberian peoples, although the focus was on
biomedicine. As Balzer suggests, people often recognized that biomedicine was in
many ways more effective than the shamanic rituals, but nevertheless still practiced
spiritual healing, particularly in relation to such illnesses as depression, arthritis,
and menstrual and reproductive disorders. This would suggest that shamanism in
Siberia has become something of a peripheral cult.

Inrecentyears, however, there seems to have been a renaissance and reaffirmation
of shamanism and folklore among many Siberian people, which seems to be related
to a reassertion of ethnic identity. (For important studies of shamanism in Siberia
and central Asia, see Dioszegi and Hoppal 1978; Balzer 1983, 1997; Humphrey 1980,
1996; Hutton 2001).

1.6. INUIT SHAMANISM

The northern periphery of North America is inhabited by people popularly known
as ‘Eskimos’. They are almost entirely coastal people, with an economy based
on hunting, particularly of whales, seals, and caribou, and fishing. Almost all of
these people have now become Christians, but their earlier animistic religion and
shamanic rituals have been recorded in great detail and have always been of interest
to European scholars. The ethnographic studies of the Danish explorer and scholar
Knud Rasmussen, who saw himself as an advocate of the Eskimo people and his
writings as the ‘voice of the people’ are particularly noteworthy (Jakobsen 1999,
xiii). Here I want to focus on two groups of Eskimo (Inuit) that have been the focus
of ethnographic studies relating to shamanism — the Netselik or Seal Eskimos of
Arctic Canada and the Inuit (Eskimo) people of Greenland.

In pre-contact times, the economic life of the Netselik had a migratory pattern.
Spending the winter in a large encampment on the coast, with the men collectively
hunting seals on the ice, they spent the summer months in small family parties,
the hunting of caribou (reindeer) being important during the autumn. Women
and children often helped men with seal hunting, and everyone engaged in fishing
(Balikci 1970, 82—3). In 1920 traps and guns were introduced into the community,
and their economy became adapted to fur trading. Their migratory pattern, based
on ecological factors, was reflected in their cosmological ideas, and they had an
‘intricate taboo system’ that was essentially designed to keep summer and winter
game animals apart (Lewis 1971, 164; see the classic study by Mauss 1979 on the
seasonal variations of Eskimo life).

The Netselik lived in extended family-like kinship groupings, an individual’s kin
including about thirty to fifty people. Marriage tended to be endogenous within
this group. The communities, however, were loosely structured, and there were
no formal political leaders. Because of the harsh environmental conditions and
the importance of hunting, female infanticide was practiced to a high degree, and
this, Asen Balikci suggests in his lucid article on Inuit (Eskimo) shamanism (1963),



30 RELIGION AND ANTHROPOLOGY

created anxiety and tension in interpersonal relationships. There was also a high
rate of suicide. Thus Netselik Inuit social life, unlike that of many other hunter—
gatherers, was one based on suspicion, anxiety, and hostility towards others.

The Inuit universe was peopled by a vast number of spirits, mostly malevo-
lent. These consisted of various nature spirits, mythical monsters, and ancestral
ghosts. Certain spirits, called tunrags, were, however, of particular importance for
these were those spirits and ghosts that were deemed to have a protective relation-
ship towards and under some degree of control by a specific shaman [angatkok].
Traumatic encounters or affliction often served as a prelude to the assumption of
the shamanistic role, but essentially it was a vocation that required a long period of
training under an elderly angatkok—teacher. During his initiation, the shaman
observed certain taboos, learnt the secret formulas and shamanistic tech-
niques, and through intermittent sleep began to have visions. Assisted by his
teacher, the novice came, by degrees, to learn to ‘control’ one or more tunraq
spirits.

Sickness and misfortune (or lack of game) among the Netselik were often inter-
preted as caused by some malevolent ghost or spirit, usually angered by a breach
of taboo. The patient was believed to be possessed by a particular evil spirit, and
the shaman was called in to treat the illness by means of a shamanistic séance. In a
typical performance, writes Balikci,

the shaman adorned in his paraphernalia, crouched in the corner of the igloo . . . covered
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, using
shaman’s secret vocabulary. (1963, 196)

While the shaman was in a trance, the malevolent spirits left the patient’s body
and hid outside the igloo. Combat then ensued between the shaman’s tunraq
spirits, helped perhaps by the benevolent ghost of some deceased shaman, and the
offending spirits, who were either killed or chased away. Other curing rituals were
performed besides the séance, but as with the séance, the curing typically involved
the questioning of the helping spirits with a view to discovering the broken taboo
and the exorcising of the offending spirit.

The taboo system itself was complex, but it was focussed around two essential
concerns. The first related to the ecological division, previously noted, and in-
volved the transgression of what Lewis has graphically described as ‘mystical game
laws’ (1971, 64). The second relates to the gender division of labour, particularly
menstrual taboos. In addition, incest was believed to anger the spirits and thus to
cause misfortunes. An important aspect of the shamanistic séance was therefore the
confession, and it was the shaman’s function to encourage people to admit any taboo
transgressions. Such infractions invariably involved women, whose public confes-
sions formed an important part of the therapeutic procedure — for any taboo in-
fraction was believed to affect the whole community. With the Netselik, shamanism
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was inextricably linked with sorcery, for although the shamans were usually looked
on as good persons and essential by their kinfolk and community, it was also felt
that shamans often dealt in harmful magical practices [ilisinig] and could ‘send’
their tunraq spirits against rivals or cause harm. As with the Evenki and other
Siberian peoples, the Netselik recognized three worlds — one in the sky, one just
under the surface of the earth, and the third as an underworld. Shamans could
visit the ancestral spirits in these spirit worlds, and there was also a close interre-
lationship between the various ‘souls’ of humans (living and dead) and animals.
Sickness could also be interpreted as ‘soul loss’ and some shamans even had their
own souls temporarily taken by their helping tunraq spirits.

In an important essay on the psychotherapeutic aspects of the Inuit of St.
Lawrence Island, Alaska, who have a similar pattern of shamanism to that of the
Netselik, Jane Murphy (1964) described in some detail their etiologies of disease and
misfortune. Essentially, as with other Inuit communities, five distinct categories
were evident.

1. Soulloss. TheInuitbelieve thata person’s soul wanders abroad at night while
that person is asleep or may depart from the body if a person is suddenly
frightened. Thus a person’s soul may be captured by a malevolent spirit, and,
until it returns to the patient’s body, disease or illness hold sway.

2. Breach of taboo. As already noted, the belief that disease is caused by the
transgression of a ritual prohibition (taboo), or by a moral violation, was
common currency among the Inuit. Failure to show proper respect to an-
imals or to maltreat them, not sharing meat equitably, incest, and sexual
perversions were all believed to be disease-provoking transgressions. The
essence of the shamanic séance was therefore to find what wrong had been
committed and, through consultation with helping or familiar spirits, to
ascertain what sacrifice or atonement was necessary to rectify the situation
and return the patient to health.

3. Sorcery. The Inuit make a clear distinction between the healing magic of
the shaman and that of the sorcerer or witch — a person (often thought
to be a shaman from some other community) who uses magical formulas
and secret rites to cause illness. The shaman’s role was thus to discover the
possible identity of the witch and to counter the witch’s harmful influences.

4. Object intrusion. The belief that disease was caused by the intrusion of a
foreign object into the patient’s body was well developed among the Inuit.
Thus the shamanic cure involved the extraction of this object if health was
to be restored. It was important therefore for the shaman during the séance
to produce one or more objects — usually a stone — that could be shown to
the audience as evidence that the cause of the disease had been removed.

5. Spirit-intrusion. The belief that disease could also be caused by the intru-
sion of a foreign spirit was not well developed, Murphy suggests, among the
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Alaskan Inuit, although this was usually invoked for insanity or episodic hys-
teria. Spirit-intrusion involved diagnostic techniques to ascertain the spirit’s
identity and the therapeutic procedure of ritual exorcism. Murphy thus
makes a distinction between spirit-intrusion and spirit-possession, which
seems to be akin to the distinction suggested by Lewis between uncontrolled
and controlled spirit-possession, as previously discussed (Murphy 1964,
62-83).

As with other peoples of the Arctic region, the Inuit of Greenland have long
been Christians and have thus abandoned their ‘old beliefs’ and rituals relating to
shamanism. In other parts of the Arctic, however, a strong undercurrent of animistic
belief remains, and among the Caribou Inuit of the Hudson Bay region, people have
recently been attracted to those Protestant denominations whose rituals involve
visions and ‘speaking in tongues’. These have affinities, in many ways, to traditional
shamanic performances (Burch 1999, 59). But, in her important study of shamanism
among the Greenland Inuit, using earlier Danish sources, Merete Jakobsen (1999)
emphasizes that shamanism is now a lost tradition among these people and that,
unlike in other societies, shamanism has not been revived in Greenland.

In the past the Greenland Inuit, Jakobsen writes, ‘lived in an animated world
surrounded by mostly hostile and dangerous spirits’ (1999, 72). It was less a sense of
perceiving the whole world as ‘alive’ or ‘animate’ but as envisioning a surrounding
world where things and events were charged with spiritual agency and power.
But although the spirits were often conceived as malevolent, there were also, as
Rasmussen wrote, ‘the mountain spirits, sea spirits, underground spirits, giants
and goblins’ that could be utilized as helping spirits [torngak]. These spirits were
stronger and more powerful than humans, but by following their forebears, the
shamans, through amulets, magical formula, and the shamanic séance, were able
to counter the evil spirits and sorcery for the benefit of the community (Jakobsen
1999, 72). These helping spirits, which according to Jakobsen were visible only to
the initiated — although in the séance, the community (audience) could come face
to face with the spirit in human form — were either nature spirits or spirits of the
dead. Thus the Greenland Inuit recognized the existence of a ‘spiritual’ realm, a
separate dimension to human existence, and thus, as Jakobsen writes, ‘the notion
of dualism in every walk of life was prominent in the mind of the Greenlander’
(1999, 115).

Although Jakobsen mentions the spirits of the ancestors and the spirits of certain
animals (walrus, polar bear) who were often the helping spirits [torngak], three
spirits seem to have particular significance for the Greenland Inuit in combatting
illness and misfortune. These were the ‘moon spirit, who was responsible for
taboo transgressions and human fertility and was associated with adverse weather
conditions; the ‘mother of the sea’, who was seen as controlling the animals of the
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sea, which were so crucial to Inuit livelihood; and the ‘toornaarsuk spirit, which
was described in a variety of ways but often seen as manifested in animal form —
as a large seal or an ‘immense white bear’ (Jakobsen 1999, 65—72).

The initiation of the shaman among the Greenland Inuit followed a pattern
similar to that described elsewhere. After an initial calling — a severe illness, a
fearful encounter with a spirit when experiencing ‘great solitude’ (as Rasmussen
[1927, 65] described it) — the potential shaman [angakkoq] learns to overcome
his fear, transforms his relationship to the spirits so that they become ‘helping
spirits, and through a long apprenticeship learns the skills requisite to becoming
a shaman. According to Rasmussen, it took several years to become a shaman.
In Greenland, shamans were mostly men, but women could become shamans —
although childbearing was often seen as antithetical to shamanic inspiration. As
with the Netselik, although shamans have essentially a positive role, they may in
certain circumstances be described as a witch [ilisiitsoq], an evil person, often a
woman, who brought misfortune, illness, or even death on their fellow humans.
To this end, witches often utilized malevolent spirits and magic — powerful ritual
medicines [tupilak] (Jakobsen 1999, 75, 95-8). It is important to note, however, that
the protective amulets, the ritual stones used by the shamans to invoke the spirits,
and the materia medica employed for malevolent purposes [ tupilak] were all made
‘alive’ by ritual invocations or by being conceived as having spiritual agency.

The attitude of the Greenland Inuit to their shamans was therefore essentially
ambivalent; hence, the shaman was often held in awe and sometimes feared. They
thus often exhibited considerable authority and had a political role as ‘law-givers’
and in resolving social conflicts and tensions. The male shaman also had the pre-
rogative, it seems, of sleeping with the wives of other men (Jakobsen 1999, 133).

Illness among the Greenland Inuit, as with other Eskimos, was due to the trans-
gression of ritual prohibitions (taboos), soul loss, object intrusion, or through the
intervention of spirits, and the shamanic séance involved both spirit-possession
and a visionary journey. In the so-called ‘magical flight), the shaman in deep trance
travelled ‘to get in contact with the spirits and the souls of the dead” (Jakobsen
1999, 89). Healing thus involved identifying the offending spirit, restoring the soul
to the patient, ritual blowing or sucking to remove an intrusive object, or exorcising
or placating the malevolent spirit. This was sometimes done outside the shamanic
séance. Significant, however, is the fact that there seems among the Greenland Inuit
to have been no recourse to medical herbalism (Jakobsen 1999, 94).

One important aspect of Inuit shamanism was perhaps best expressed by a
Caribou Inuit shaman who, in his discussion with Rasmussen about his life expe-
riences, suggested that knowledge about hidden things and the spirits was to be
sought away from people: ‘solitude and suffering open the human mind, and there-
fore a shaman must seek his wisdom there’ (Halifax 1979, 69; for other important
studies of Inuit shamanism, see Rasmussen 1929; Merkur 1985; Riches 1994).
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1.7. NEO-SHAMANISM

Opver the past thirty years, there has been a resurgence of interest in shamanism, not
only amongst academic scholars but also in the popular culture. With regard to the
latter, there has been a blossoming of what has been variously described as ‘urban’
or ‘neo-shamanism’. This has generally been seen as a strand of the New Age move-
ment, or part of what Joan Townsend describes as a ‘new mystical movement’ (1988,
73). Spiritualism — a belief in a spiritual reality — has of course always been a part of
western culture, but in recent decades a new shamanic movement has sprung up
in North America and Europe. Various factors have been adduced for this resur-
gence of (neo-) shamanism: the drug cultures of the 1960s and 1970s; an increasing
interest in non-western religions coupled with a general disenchantment with
Christianity; a search for new forms of spirituality in an era of global capitalism,
when nihilism, consumerism, and instrumental reason seem to be all-pervasive;
the rise of the human potential movement, with its emphasis on counselling,
self-help, and self-realization; and finally, the feminist and ecology movements
that have critiqued the dominant tendencies of western capitalism and its culture.
But crucial in the emergence of neo-shamanism have been the writings of three
popular anthropologists: Carlos Castaneda, Michael Harner, and Joan Halifax.
Indeed, the publication of Castaneda’s book The Teachings of Don Juan (1968)
has been described as the ‘most significant event’ in the rise of neo-shamanism
(Townsend 1988, 75). Describing his (alleged) apprenticeship to a Yaqui shaman
[brujo], this book was but a prelude to a stream of best-selling books by Castaneda
on his visionary experiences, helped by the use of hallucinogenic plants, especially
peyote. The authenticity of these books has been questioned by anthropologists
familiar with Yaqui culture, and it is now widely recognized that Castaneda’s work
lacks ethnographic substance and is based largely on his own fertile imagination
(De Mille 1976; Drury 1989, 81—7; Noel 1997, 42—62; compare the effusive review of
Castaneda by Douglas 1975, 193—200, with that of Churchill 1992, 43-64).

Michael Harner’s work is of a very different order; for his well-known study, The
Way of a Shaman (1980), is largely based on his own ethnographic studies of shaman-
ism among the Jivaro of Ecuador and the Conibo of the Peruvian Amazon. But the
book also aimed to provide an introductory handbook to ‘shamanic methodology
for health and healing’ (1980, xxi), and in this regard it has been especially influen-
tial. Harner established an institute in California devoted to shamanic studies and
held ‘shamanic training workshops’ in order to promote what he described as ‘core
shamanism’ It is a form of shamanism particularly attuned to western people who
had no direct experience of ‘traditional’ shamanism, and who, as Jakobsen puts it,
felt the need to overcome a ‘sense of a social and spiritual void’ (1999, 151).

Daniel Noel has gone so far as to suggest that without Castaneda and his ‘hoax;,
there would have been no neo-shamanism and that Harner’s The Way of the Shaman
was almost a ‘devotional tract’ for the new movement. He implies that shamanism
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is largely a product of the western imagination and that Harner is a kind of Merlin
figure (1997, 37, 92—8). But Noel emphasizes that the anthropologist Joan Halifax
also had an important influence on the emergence of neo-shamanism through her
useful anthology of accounts of visionary experiences, Shamanic Voices (1979).

During the past twenty years, neo-shamanism has thus become established as a
major part of the contemporary New Age movement, though its adherents tend to
emphasize that it is an ‘earth-based’ form of spirituality.

There are a number of key elements in what is envisaged as ‘core shamanism’. It
is seen first and foremost as a revival or a continuation of an ‘ancient’ visionary or
spiritual tradition, one involving the utilization of altered states of consciousness
to make contact with a spiritual reality — the latter conceived as the domain of gods
and spirit. It tends to conflate consciousness with reality — if you imagine something
as real, it is real — and to propound a dualistic metaphysic. The ‘core belief” of neo-
shamanism is thus the existence of two ‘realities’: the ordinary reality associated
with waking, everyday experience, and an ‘alternate’ spiritual reality, which is the
‘abode of spirits’ At the same time, it is argued that shamanism constitutes a ‘new
worldview’, which suggests that humans are an intrinsic part of nature and that the
‘interconnectedness of all things’ is a fundamental tenet of shamanism (Townsend
1988,79-83). That humans are a part of nature and that all things are interconnected
in a web of life are, of course, integral to our commonsense understandings of the
world, an empirical naturalism that has preciouslittle to do with shamanicrites. The
conflation of an ecological worldview with spiritualism is quite misleading. Some
scholars (e.g., Kalweit 1992, 103) are quite unable to conceive of any perspective on
the world other than spiritualism and mechanistic science — the latter misleadingly
equated with western culture (see Morris 1996, 7—36, for a critique of such gnostic
perspectives).

In neo-shamanism, contact with the spirit world is achieved through an altered
state of consciousness, with the emphasis on drumming and chanting — Harner
in his shamanic workshops does not advocate drugs — the shamanic ritual being
envisaged as a journey), usually into the earth. Here a person makes contact with
his or her personally imagined guardian spirits or ‘power animals’. For Harner and
his associates, the shamanic ritual is essentially concerned with healing and with
restoring the well-being of the individual. This may involve extracting harmful
intrusions from the patient by sucking — although this would seem to be largely
symbolic — implying the removal of the ‘spiritual essence’ of the intrusive object —
insect, snake, spider — rather than the removal of the thing itself (Harner 1980,
150—2).

In her studies of neo-shamanism, Merete Jakobsen highlights the contrasts be-
tween the shamanic rituals of the Greenland Inuit and that of neo-shamanism —
as practised in shamanic workshops in Denmark. The first obvious contrast is that
while it took many, many years to become a shaman among the Inuit and the
Siberian people, and often involved a traumatic experience, becoming a contem-
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porary shaman can be achieved during a weekend workshop — which can be quite
expensive. Moreover, alluding to a democratic ethos, in contemporary shamanism
the clients heal themselves through the shamanic experience. It is thus highly in-
dividualistic and instrumental, and the crucial emphasis is less on the curing of
ailments than on self-help, self-actualization, and achieving rather rapid results —
according to Harner, sometimes in only a ‘few days’ (1980, xix). The emphasis
in neo-shamanism is essentially on personal empowerment. It is of interest also
that the spirits involved in neo-shamanism, the ‘spirit-helpers’ or ‘power animals’,
tend to be conceived as rather benevolent or benign spirits, and thus, unlike the
Evenki and Inuit, there is little engagement with malevolent spirits (Jakobsen
1999, 186). Nor is any link made between the ‘power animals’ and hunting,
which was so crucial among the Inuit and Evenki. Equally important, whereas
the shaman in tribal societies acts on behalf of a local community, the ‘urban’
shamans reconfigure the shamanic tradition to accord with western conceptions
of self-actualization and personal power. Indeed, it has been suggested that neo-
shamanism simply reflects the culture of ‘radical modernity’ (i.e., global capital-
ism), with is obsession with the ‘self’, individual agency, subjectivity, and reflexivity
(Johnson 1995).

One key motif expressed by the advocates of neo-shamanism is that, through
the experience of shamanic consciousness and contact with the world of the spirits,
people will be able to rediscover their ‘connections with nature’. Indeed, Nevil
Drury suggests that shamanism is, if nothing else, ‘a religious perspective which
venerates nature’ (1989,102). New Age enthusiasts have the strange idea that every-
body but themselves, and tribal people, are Cartesian dualists alienated from the
natural world!

Shamanism, as an ancient method of healing involving contact with spirits
through altered states of consciousness, has certainly been transformed in the
urban context. What is of interest, however, is the degree to which anthropologists
themselves have been influential in the neo-romantic appropriation of shamanic
traditions, combining this with a ‘back-to-nature’ ethic (Siikala and Hoppal 1998,
208-9). The tendency, however, to equate shamanism with Jung’s psychology and
the mystical traditions of all the major religions (Christianity, Buddhism, Islam,
Judaism, Hinduism) to view shamanism as a branch of the ‘perennial philosophy’,
involving a mystical belief in a vague ‘numinous unity, seems to me unhelpful
and misleading and tends to gloss over ontological distinctions, as well as their
diverse social and cultural contexts (for interesting studies and advocacy of New
Age shamanism, which often express this tendency, see Nicholson 1987; Doore 1988;
Goodman 1990; Walsh 1990; Drury 1991).

Itis of interest to note the transformation in the western imagination: Whereas in
the past shamans were depicted in a wholly negative fashion, as devil-worshippers,
charlatans, or neurotics, now they are seen wholly positively as religious mystics
and visionary ecologists.
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1.8. COMPARATIVE STUDIES

Shamanism, like all complex social phenomena, has many different aspects or
dimensions and can therefore be approached in many different ways — social,
economic, political, medical, psychological, aesthetic. This section is devoted to a
discussion of two comparative studies of shamanism and spirit-possession, those
of Erika Bourguignon and Ioan Lewis. In the final section I focus more generally
on other interpretations of shamanism.

In a series of important essays, Bourguignon has sought to explore the relation-
ship among trance, possession, and altered states of consciousness and to delin-
eate their socio-cultural correlates. Undertaking ethnographic studies on Haitian
vodou religion in the late 1940s, she has since directed and sponsored a number of
important fieldwork studies and cross-cultural surveys (Bourguignon 1973, 1976;
Goodman, Henney, and Pressel 1974). Her discussion of altered states of conscious-
ness in her text Psychological Anthropology (1979; 233—69) is a useful resumé
of her ideas, though it is largely focussed on trance states and does not discuss
shamanism per se.

Bourguignon initially outlines (1979, 237—9) three contrasting examples of typ-
ical trance states — taken from the ethnographic record. The first is an account
of a possession rite among the peasants of Haiti in which the cult members are
‘mounted’ by the Loa spirits. The whole ritual has a theatrical air about it, and the
trance state is induced by dancing and drumming. The dancer may be possessed by
any number of spirits, and each Loa has its own specific symbolism and personal
characteristics. I discuss the nature of these vodou cult rituals in Chapter 6.

Bourguignon’s second example is a shamanic séance typical of many South
American Indians, in which the male shamans achieve spirit visions by taking
hallucinogens. With the Amahuaca Indians described, an infusion of the narcotic
plant Banisteriopsis caapi is used. After the drug is taken, the hallucinations that
appear are interpreted as Yoshi spirits communicating with the individual. Im-
portantly, the vision, though experienced during a collective rite, is essentially of
a private nature (Carneiro 1964, 8—9). (For further studies of shamanism among
South American societies, see Wilbert 1972; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1975, 1997; Siskind
1975, 130—-68; Luna 1986; Taussig 1987.)

The final example is the familiar ‘vision quest’ of the Native American. Bour-
guignon quotes from the autobiography of John Lame Deer, an Oglala Sioux, who,
when a youth, went to search for a personal guardian spirit. He thus went alone
(for the first time in his life) and spent four days fasting on an isolated hilltop. The
experience led him to hear voices, including the voice of his great-grandfather, and
to have visions. This gave him a feeling of power, and he thus became a shaman
(medicine man) (Lame Deer and Erdoes 1972, 157-8).

All three examples of an altered state of consciousness involve contact with the
spirits and are thus religious experiences. Although they are induced in different
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ways — through drums and dancing, drugs, or sensory deprivation, respectively —
Bourguignon stresses that such experiences are neither spontaneous nor idiosyn-
cratic. Nor are they necessarily similar cross-culturally. For although sensory de-
privations, drugs, or rhythmic drumming set up the conditions favourable to an
altered state of consciousness, what will be experienced — its actual content — and
how it will be experienced are largely functions of the intentions, expectations, and
beliefs of the individual and the social and cultural context (Bourguignon 1979,
242; Weil 1986).

Bourguignon goes on to make a distinction between trance (as a religious phe-
nomena) and possession-trance, and notes that the former is closely associated
with hunting, gathering, and fishing economies. In such societies, she suggests,
there is a strong emphasis that men be independent and self-reliant and that this
has psychological consequences in the way of increased anxiety. She thus concludes
that

Visionary trance, whether part of the guardian spirit complex or drug-induced in other
settings, is far more frequently reported as practised by men than by women. (1979,
254)

Possession-trance, on the other hand, Bourguignon notes, is much more widely
distributed cross-culturally and, being associated with agricultural production,
implies a very different value orientation — that of nurturance, reliability, and
obedience. These values are commonly associated with women and are more em-
phasized in their socialization patterns. Evidence from a variety of spirit-possession
cults seems to suggest that possession-trance is a ‘typically female phenomenon’
and that women use these cults, as Lewis (1971) suggests, as an indirect way of airing
grievances and of asserting their autonomy and independence of men. In Chapter 3,
I discuss these cults more fully, particularly in relation to Zar cults in the Sudan.

There is therefore, Bourguignon stresses, an interesting contrast between vision-
ary trance and possession-trance. The former, whether induced by mortification,
isolation, or drugs, is more likely to be found in small-scale foraging societies and is
experienced primarily by men. Possession-trance, on the other hand, is associated
with complex, stratified societies, where agriculture is predominant. In these situa-
tions, it is women who mainly go into trance, the authoritative spirits acting in their
place by means of incarnation. Trance, she suggests ‘is an experience; possession
trance is a performance’ (1979, 261).

Trance is more likely to be induced by sensory deprivation and drugs (as are
mystic states), while possession-trance is induced by drumming, singing, danc-
ing, and crowd contagion, but only rarely by drugs. The imagery of both kinds
of trance, she suggests, involves two kinds of motifs: mastery (power) and sexu-
ality. But whereas the physically passive trance involves an active imagery — the
spirit journey or struggle with the spirits to gain power or knowledge — the active
possession-trance involves a passive imagery. The woman in a trance is possessed,
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mounted, and ridden by the spirit. The trancer remains himself and gains power
by intercourse with the spirit; the possessed women ceases to be herself, becoming
merely the vehicle or vessel of the spirit. The spirit-possession rite is ‘basically one
of submission’ and replete with sexual imagery (Bourguignon 1979, 262—3).

Although this comparative analysis is suggestive, it tends to downplay the fact that
in many ethnographic contexts — such as among the Evenki and Inuit — visionary
trances and spirit-possession actually coexist, and both may be expressed by the
shaman even within a single shamanic ritual. Equally in both hunter—gathering and
agricultural contexts, sexual imagery and an emphasis on controlling the spirits
and thus achieving self-empowerment are both important motifs (cf. Lewis 1986,
82—3).

Bourguignon’s interpretation of shamanism, or more specifically trance states, is
similar to that of many other anthropologists, who see altered states of conscious-
ness as the normal individual’s response to stressful conditions. Such mental states
therefore, whether manifested in crisis or millenial cults, visionary experiences, or
possession rites, are seen as essentially adaptive mechanisms. Some scholars have
gone even further in adopting a psychoanalytic interpretation that suggests that
visionary experiences (or dreams) are the source or, as Laing put it, ‘the original
well spring of all religion’ (1967, 112; La Barre 1972, 1975; for other studies that
have linked altered states of consciousness [and religion] to stress and deprivation,
see Aberle 1966; Lewis 1971, discussed in the following paragraph). Bourguignon’s
approach is thus both functional and psychological and therefore tends to ignore,
as noted earlier, the specific social, cultural, and historical context of shamanism.

The comprative approach to Ioan Lewis (1971) is also functional and puts an
important emphasis on stress and deprivation, but, unlike Bourguignon, he ad-
vocates a more sociological approach to shamanism and spirit-possession. He is
thus interested in exploring the social conditions that give rise to ecstatic phenom-
ena. He suggests that spirit-possession cults can be divided into two basic types.
On the one hand, there are what Lewis terms peripheral possession cults. These are
spirit-possession cults that coexist with more dominant moralistic religions, such
as Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism, which are non-ecstatic and supportive of the
status quo. The spirit cult is peripheral in three senses: first, its membership com-
prises categories that are peripheral to the authority structures of the society, for
members of such groups largely consist of women, men from low-status groups, or
other deprived categories; second, the cult is peripheral to the moral order, being
largely unconcerned with upholding social mores; and, finally, the possessing spirits
tend to be peripheral, often being foreign, alien, or amoral spirits. In subsequent
chapters with specific reference to Afro-American cults and the spirit cults asso-
ciated with Islam and Buddhism, I discuss this mode of religious expression and
organization in more detail.

The second type Lewis terms central possession cults, and this refers to a social
context in which the main form of religion is focussed around spirit-possession
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rites. The societies described in this chapter — Evenki, Inuit — typically represent
this type of cult, and the possession rites essentially serve to uphold the social and
moral order.

Lewis’ study has been subjected to much criticism; his approach has been de-
scribed as ‘ahistoric’ and his distinction between central and peripheral cults con-
sidered a ‘static categorization’ that has little explanatory value (Hultkrantz 1989,
46; Linden 1979, 199). These criticisms seem somewhat misplaced, for Lewis’ study
Ecstatic Religion (1971) takes a historical and comparative approach and is re-
plete with examples illustrating the historical transformations of possession cults.
Boddy’s suggestion (1994) that Lewis’ typology is not explanatory (did he ever
suggest it was?) and that because membership of Candomble cults in Brazil is
largely middle class and supportive of Brazilian nationalism, it is not therefore
a ‘peripheral’ cult are also completely misplaced criticisms, as Lewis did not see
the peripheral — central distinction as implying static categories. In fact, his whole
book not only attempts to put possession cults in their cultural and socio-historical
context — Boddy’s approach therefore is hardly new or original — but, as said, also
explores historical transformations of ecstatic cults.

Lewis’ general approach is essentially to see shamanism and spirit-possession
cults as ‘religions of the oppressed. The peripheral possession cults are, in his
view, ‘protest cults’ that enable individuals who lack political influence — especially
women — to ‘advance their interest and improve their lot, even if only temporarily,
from the confining bonds of their allotted stations in society’ (1971, 127).

In his discussion of central possession cults, Lewis offers a similar interpretation,
relating the ecstatic tendency to external pressure. Factors that explain why people
like the Akawaio and Evenki have possession cults, Lewis suggests, include ‘the exis-
tence of overwhelming physical and social pressures, where social groups are small
and fluctuating, and general instability prevails. Thus both central and peripheral
ecstatic cults ‘are forms of religious expression which imply the existence of acute
pressures’ (1971, 175—6).

I have discussed elsewhere the limitations of this thesis, as well as those of
Douglas’ (1970) contrasting symbolic approach, which tends to interpret religious
symbolism as simply a reflection of social structure, and thus sees trance states
and spirit-possession as essentially expressing a society in which relationships are
loosely structured and fluid. Both theories have their limitations but are salutary
in attempting to place ecstatic religious forms in their wider social context (see
Morris 1987, 229-33).

1.9. THE INTERPRETATION OF SHAMANISM

Anthropologists have long emphasized that the key role of the shaman, in many
different contexts, is that of a healer or, more precisely, that of a spiritual healer. A
question thathaslongintrigued anthropologists is therefore this: Whence the power
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of the shaman? What are the reasons behind the alleged efficacy of shamanic rites,
when, to the western observer, many of the therapeutic procedures were based on
sleight of hand or on spiritual concepts? In his now-classic articles on shamanism,
Claude Levi-Strauss (1963, 167—205) addressed this issue with regard to a Kwakuitl
Indian shaman named Quesalid (whose biography had been recorded by Boas)
and to shamanic or ritual healing among the Cuna Indians, and the effectiveness
of symbols in assisting a difficult childbirth. Although Levi-Strauss accepted that
part of the success of the shaman may be due to empirical knowledge, his main
emphasis is that shamanism is a form of symbolic healing. As he put it,

Quesalid did not become a great shaman because he cured his patients; he cured his
patients because he had become a great shaman. (1963, 180)

Levi-Strauss goes on to compare the role of the shaman with that of the psycho-
analyst. But whereas the psychoanalyst interprets a personal trauma, the shaman
provides the individual patient with a social myth that integrates and gives mean-
ing to his or her disordered state or misfortune. The shamanic cure, Levi-Strauss
suggests, lies therefore on the borderline between contemporary biomedicine and
such psychological therapies as psychoanalysis (1963, 198).

Although written some fifty years ago, these tentative thoughts by Levi-Strauss,
though subjected to much critique on various grounds, have nonetheless been
essentially confirmed by recent researches. For ample studies have indicated that
in all systems of medicine — including biomedicine — psychological and emotional
states are important factors in the therapy. Just as negative emotions such as de-
pression, anxiety, and fear can impede health, or even lead to serious illness, so can
a patient’s state of mind effect the healing process itself. There have been numerous
studies exploring the therapeutic functions of shamanism and on what has been
described as ‘symbolic healing’ (Kleinman 1979; Moerman 1979; Peters 1981, Dow
1986; Atkinson 1987, 1992, 313—4).

But, of course, shamanism is not exclusively focussed on healing, and an impor-
tant aspect of shamanic or trance rituals among many hunter—gathering societies
relates to the hunting of game animals and therefore has an essentially economic
function. The emphasis on the spirit guardians of the animals among the Inuit and
Evenki and the divinatory rites to ascertain the whereabouts of game animals exist
primarily because animals play such a vital role in their subsistence economy. It
has indeed been argued that the shaman functions primarily as an ‘intermediary’
between the human community and the natural world, and only secondarily as a
healer. His primary allegiance, we are told, is not to the human community per se,
but to the ‘earthly web of relations’ in which the community is embedded. By fo-
cussing on the shaman as healer, countless anthropologists, David Abram suggests,
have thus overlooked ‘the ecological dimension of the shaman’s craft’ (1996, 8). To
interpret, as Abram does, ‘European civilization’ in simplistic, monadic fashion as
havinga ‘disdain’ for nature and tolook at the shaman as a kind of ‘ecomanager’ both
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seem somewhat exaggerated, but nevertheless the shaman can be interpreted as
having an economic or ecological function. For the shaman mediates between the
human community and the natural world and is concerned with people’s basic sub-
sistence and livelihood as well as with their health. But it is worth distinguishing
between empirical and shamanic knowledge. Through their subsistence activities,
tribal people like the Evenki and Akawaio are closely engaged with the natural
world. Thus many people in such communities have an intimate and extensive
knowledge of the biology, life-history, and ecology of plants, fungi, and animals.
But this empirical knowledge should not be equated with shamanism, for hunters,
women who regularly gather mushrooms and food plants, and herbalists are, as I
know from my own experiences, often much more knowledgeable than shamans —
whose knowledge is largely esoteric and spiritual, and who often do not in fact
hunt.

But shamans, as noted earlier, also have a political side. In pre-contact situa-
tions, they often wielded considerable informal power within a community, as with
the Inuit and Akawaio. But it is important to stress, as Piers Vitebsky (1995b, 116)
suggests, that shamanism is not a timeless and unchanging social phenomenon,
which expresses some archetypal essence (or meaning) — which is how Eliade tends
to describe it — for it has continually changed in response to external pressures
and influences. Throughout the world, the incorporation of tribal people into
state structures, the spread of capitalism, and the cultural influences of such hege-
monic religious traditions like Islam, Buddhism, and Christianity, all have had an
enormous impact on tribal peoples — on both their religious forms and shamanic
practices. This impact has been extremely variable. Recent social change among the
Sora, a tribal people of Orissa, India, as Vitebsky (1995b) records, has led younger
members of the community to abandon shamanism and the ‘cult of the ancestors’
and to become Christians, specifically Baptists. Among the Sakha (Yakut) of Siberia,
on the other hand, there has been a revival of shamanism, particularly among the
urban intelligentsia. The emphasis here is on shamanism as an ancient religion; it
is part of a ‘spiritual revival), in many ways a backlash, a reaction against the rigid,
stultifying ethos of the Soviet rule. It is thus closely bound up with the emergence
of an ethnic identity and ethnic nationalism — the autonomy of the Sakha republic
having been declared in 1990 with the break-up of the Soviet Union. Shamanism
has also played a crucial role in the ethnic identity of Hungarian peoples. A revival
of ‘old religiosity’ or ‘ethnic wisdom’ (shamanism) thus continues to play a role in
contemporary world politics (Vitebsky 1995b; Balzer 1995; Siikala and Hoppal 1998,
169—75). In recent years, therefore, there have been a number of important studies
that have attempted to explore the history and political economy of shamanism
in many different contexts (Taussig 1987; Balzer 1997; Sergei 1991; Humphrey and
Thomas 1994).

A shamanic ritual is, of course, a performance and self-evidently a mode of com-
munication, although this obvious factis now heralded as offering new insights into
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shamanism by hermeneutic scholars! Dancing, music, songs, chants, dialogue are
all intrinsic to the shamanic séance, as they are to many initiation and spirit rituals
throughout the world. During the rites, the shaman, as already discussed, embodies
the spirits and thus may initiate or voice their various forms — as animals or birds,
as historical personages, or as ancestors. Thus ‘role-taking’ — acting — is a crucial
aspect of the shamanic ritual, as Siikala stressed. The shaman’s relationship with
the spirits is therefore not only spiritual but also corporeal — he or she ‘embodies’
the spirit. Rhythmic drumbeats, which may of course induce a trance state, also
relate to specific kinds of spirits, and it has long been recognized that the shaman is
the ‘poet’ or ‘singer’ of oral traditions. Eliade, in fact, described the Buryat shamans
as ‘principal guardians’ of their rich oral literature and continually alludes to the
fact that, besides being involved in curing and divination, the shaman was a singer,
poet, and musician. The shamanic trance is thus one of the universal sources of
lyrical poetry, which, like religion itself, is deemed by Eliade to reveal the ‘essence
of things’ (1964; 30, 510). Likewise, Marjorie Balzer (1995) has noted that during an
altered state of consciousness, people are often receptive to creativity and that there
is an aesthetic power in the shamanic chants of the Sakha (Yakut) of north-eastern
Siberia. The chants, which she suggests are ‘intensely functional’, represent several
sacred genres of poetry — sacred epics, improvised songs, musical lyrics.

All this means, of course, that the shamanic séance can be interpreted as an
‘art form, for it clearly has an aesthetic dimension, as a performance or musical
experience. But the tendency to overemphasize the aesthetics of shamanism, and,
like Eliade, to dismiss sociological approaches to shamanism as ‘reductionist’ seems
to me to simply reflect the religious prejudices of many ‘religious studies’ scholars
(cf. Harvey 2003, 443; Wiebe 1981).



Buddhism and Spirit-Cults

2.1. PROLOGUE

“Buddhism is a very ancient religion: it has behind it two thousand five hun-
dred years of history” — so wrote the founder of the Western Buddhist Order,
Sangharakshita (1990, 26). Yet contemporary scholars continually tell us, usually
those of postmodernist persuasion, that Buddhism as a religion is purely a west-
ern invention; or that it does not exist as a ‘single entity’ It is not a monolithic
institution, Damien Keown writes, ‘which was everywhere the same’ (1996, 2). We
should therefore speak of Buddhisms (plural) only as if this statement does not
imply the existence of something called ‘Buddhism’, which is then the subject of
a book! And one may well ask this question: What scholar or anthropologist has
ever failed to recognize the diverse manifestations of Buddhism as it has adapted
to local cultural and social conditions in its spread across Asia? People, of course,
in many parts of Asia have always recognized themselves as Buddhists (long before
European scholars arrived on the scene), usually expressed in terms of following
the dharma, the teachings of the Buddha.

In essence, Buddhism is a way of salvation: It is not concerned with god or the
world, but with human life, or rather with sentient beings, and with the elimination
of suffering. The attainment of salvation depends neither on ritual sacraments, nor
faith, nor on divine grace, but only on a deep understanding of the way ‘things
really are’ (Gombrich 1984, 9-11).

The first question we might well ask regarding the essential tenets of Buddhism —
and many have posed such a question — is whether or not Buddhism is a reli-
gion? Some have suggested, following Tylor’s well-known definition of religion as a
‘belief in spiritual beings’ (1871, 1/424), that Buddhism is not really a religion even
though such an idea seems to contradict our everyday usage. The argument is that
Buddhism is an atheistic system of thought. Several different issues are involved,
as Edward Conze (1951) long ago suggested. The first relates to whether Buddhism
entails the notion of a creator-spirit, the belief in a deity that transcends or stands
outside the world. The Buddhist tradition denies the existence of a creator-god and
thus, in terms of western categories, it is atheistic. Indeed, it suggests that preoccu-
pation with such a being is a waste of time, for it is not conducive to salvation. In
Buddhist scriptures the way of the Buddha is always considered superior to Brahma,
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who, in Hindu theology, is thought of as the creator. If indifference to a creator-god
is atheism, then, as Conze writes (1951, 39), Buddhism is indeed atheistic. Walpola
Rahula, himself a Buddhist monk, stresses this atheism even more strongly, sug-
gesting that Buddhism stands unique in the history of human thought in denying
the existence of both the soul [atman] and a god. These concepts he suggests are
connected with two ideas that are psychologically deep-rooted in human beings —
self-preservation and self-protection. In denying these, Buddhism offers no such
consolation. According to Buddhism, he writes, ‘our ideas of God and Soul are
false and empty’ (1959, 52). Buddhism is thus viewed by many western interpreters
as an essentially ethical religion, akin to secular humanism (Spiro 1970, 8).

But it has to be recognized, of course, that in Buddhist cosmology several realms
of beings are recognized, besides humans and animals — deities [deva], malevo-
lent spirits [yakshal], ghosts [pretas], and tormented beings. Incorporated into the
Buddhist scriptures, the existence of these beings has always been believed in by
Buddhists, and early texts give instructions to the laity regarding the performance
of rituals to propitiate these gods and spirits (Lehman 1971; Sangharakshita 1990,
81—5; Lewis 1997, 343). Spirits are thus, as we shall observe, a constituent part of
folk Buddhism, although animistic beliefs are not, in essence, a part of Buddhism
as a religion of salvation — for salvation [nirvana] cannot be achieved through the
aid of spirits.

Finally, there is the issue as to whether Buddhism implies the mystical notion
of an ultimate or divine reality that is substantial to the material world. Is the
conception of god, especially as expressed by Christian and Islamic mystics, akin
to the Buddhist concept of nirvana — as many writers have suggested? Indeed,
Aldous Huxley’s famous study of mysticism, The Perennial Philosophy (1946), in-
cludes many references to the Buddha; and Conze, too, opens his discussion with
the statement that Buddhism is a form of spirituality that is ‘identical’” with other
mystical teaching. But it is extremely misleading to view the Buddhist concept of
nirvana in religious terms and to equate the ‘ultimate’ realities of different sys-
tems of thought. The ‘intuition of oneness with the cosmic absolute’ or with an
‘all-embracing spiritual essence’ — to cite two definitions of the mystical experience
(Bharati 1976, 25; De Marquette 1965, 24) — has a religious and theistic bias. The
nirvana of Buddhism, often glossed as the ‘mysterious void; the Sufi, Christian,
and Vedanta concept of the deity or brahman; the notion of Tao expressed by Lao
Tzu; and the nature mysticism of Richard Jefferies can in no meaningful sense be
equated — other than the fact that there is a perception of a reality (or psycho-
logical experience) that is distinct from phenomenal reality (for other accounts of
mysticism, cf. Suzuki 1957; Zaehner 1957; Happold 1963; Katz 1983).

Such issues take us beyond our present discussion, but clearly it would be appro-
priate to concede that Buddhism is a religion but that it fits uneasily into a theistic
definition. This was precisely Durkheim’s position, for he argued that the ‘Buddhist
was not interested in knowing whence came the world in which he lives and suffers,
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he takes it as a given fact, and his whole concern is to escape it’ (1915, 37). Thus there
is no necessary recourse to divinity. In a useful discussion on Buddhism and the
definition of religion, Martin Southwold (1978) argues that Sinhalese concepts very
largely conform with Durkheim’s thoughts on religion. For the Sinhalese classify
everything as either of the world [laukika] or not of the world [lokottara] — and
the latter would seem to be close to what Durkheim meant by the term sacred
(cf. Ames 1964, 23). Southwold gives a rough translation of lokottara as ‘supra-
wordly’ and of course Buddhism is essentially concerned with such other-worldly
ends. But Southwold finds the Durkheimian definition equally limiting and pro-
poses a polythetic definition of religion that incorporates a number of attributes
or elements that are normally associated with ‘religion’ as a cultural system.

In his study Ecstatic Religion, loan Lewis briefly mentions the Nat cults of Burma
as an example of a peripheral cult. And he notes how these cults, associated pri-
marily with women, coexist with the official Buddhist religion ‘dominated by men’
(1971, 85). It is the purpose of this present chapter to explore the relationship
between these two religious systems, spirit religion and Buddhism, focussed as
they are on the worldly and other-worldly (transcendent) concerns of humankind.
The literature on Buddhism is of course vast, even in relation to its social as-
pects, and I therefore focus my discussion on some key anthropological texts.
It is, however, worth noting that Buddhism is completely bypassed in many re-
cent texts on the anthropology of religion (Klass and Weisgrau 1999; Bowie 20005
Lambek 2002).

During the past half century, there has been a renaissance of Buddhism in the
‘West,, both as a subject of study and as a new religious movement(s). Associ-
ated with such scholars as Dharmapala, Daisetz Suzuki, Christmas Humphreys,
and Sangharakshita, this movement tends to advocate what has been described as
modern Buddhism. In this modern form, there is an emphasis on meditation and
on the rationality of Buddhism, a stress on its compatibility with modern science
and western philosophy (especially existentialism), a tendency to disparage or reject
spirit religion or the ritual aspects of earlier forms of religion, and finally, it em-
phasizes that Buddhism is an egalitarian, universal, radical, and socially committed
form of spirituality (Bechert 1984; Sangharakshita 1992; Batchelor 1994; Baumann
1995; Lopez 2002).

This ‘western’ form of Buddhism is similar to the Protestant Buddhism that has
developed in Sri Lanka, which I describe in Section 2.5.

Let me now outline the content of this chapter.

After an initial discussion in the next section of the essential doctrines of
Buddhism, in its classical sense as a religion of salvation, I explore the re-
lationship between Buddhism and spirit-cults in three Theravadin societies —
Burma, Thailand, and Sri Lanka. I focus the discussion on three seminal an-
thropological texts by, respectively, Spiro (1970), Tambiah (1970), and Gombrich
and Obeyesekere (1988). This forms the substance of Sections 2.3—2.5. I then,
in Section 2.6, explore the relationship of Buddhism to folk religion in Tibet,
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concentrating on Samuel’s (1993) comprehensive study, and the distinction he
makes between shamanic and clerical Buddhism. I conclude the chapter with a
brief look at the relationship between Buddhism and the state.

2.2. THE BUDDHIST DHARMA

Buddhism essentially is that religious tradition that is associated with the teaching of
Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, who was born around 483 B.c.E. at Kapilavastu,
a small city—state in the basin of the River Ganges. His father was a Kshatriya
chieftain, and thus the Buddha was of aristocratic lineage, specifically a member of
the Sakya clan. The sixth century B.C.E. was a significant period in human history,
and ithas been described by Karl Jaspers (1953) as the Axial Age, for the era produced
some important figures in terms of religious innovation — Confucius, Pythagoras,
Zarathustra, Lao Tzu, Mahavira, and the prophet Isaiah, all living around this
time. It was a period, too, when many Asian communities were undergoing radical
transformations, with the break-up of tribal society and the emergence of large-
scale state empires. Bellah’s discussion of religious evolution (1964) described the
important changes he believed to have occurred in the first millenium B.c.E., which
saw the emergence of the phenomenon of ‘world rejection’. This implied a negative
evaluation of the world and society and the exaltation of a spiritual realm. As
Arnold Toynbee put it in discussing this issue and the five ‘seers’ of the period,

The most momentous common feature is the attainment, by an individual human
being, of a direct personal relation with the ultimate spiritual reality in and behind the
Universe in which man finds himself. (1976, 178)

After the achievement of ‘civilization’ — equated with the rise of agrarian states
and literacy — ‘man had shifted his approach to ultimate reality’ (1976, 178). It was
indeed a turning point in human history and, if one is to judge from the earliest
Chinese literature, a time of violence and disorder, quite different from the earlier
tribal period. It was into such a situation that Gautama was born.

Given his aristocratic background, Gautama was probably to some extent
shielded from the malaise and suffering that then existed but, one day, accord-
ing to Buddhist legend, he was suddenly confronted with the stark reality of life.
He met an old man in the last stages of senility; then he was drawn by the cries
of a man afflicted with a terrible disease; and finally, passing by the riverbank, he
saw a procession of mourners, carrying a dead person and weeping bitterly. These
sights made him think deeply about the meaning and purpose of human existence,
and as he went his way pondering such issues, he met — and on the same day —
an ascetic monk walking calmly and confidently along the road. This convinced
him of the value of the ascetic life. He therefore renounced his inheritance to his
father’s kingdom, and left his wife and children, in order to devote himself to a
search for the means of escape from this world of suffering. For about six years he
practised an extreme ascetic life until he was all but wasted away but then realized
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that such austerities did not lead to any understanding. He therefore left the five
ascetics with whom he had associated. He was then about thirty-five years old.
But he was also convinced that the ‘truth’ about suffering would not be attained
by engaging in sensuous pleasures — so he followed a ‘middle way’ between the
extremes of asceticism and pleasure-seeking. He eventually gained enlightenment
whilst sitting under a Bo tree (Ficus religiosus) on the banks of a river near Gaya
(in modern Bihar), meditating on the nature of human existence.

According to tradition, Gautama spent a further four weeks in meditation be-
neath the Bo tree and then set out to preach his understanding to the world. The
first preaching of the dharma, or four Noble Truths, is said to have taken place in the
deer park near Benares. Like many other religious leaders, he gathered around him
a group of disciples and converts, and for the next forty or so years travelled around
north-east India preaching his doctrine of salvation. He died at about the age of
eighty, having just eaten some pork at the house of a blacksmith. For most of his
life, Gautama was an itinerant teacher, and, though concerned with establishing an
order of monks, he did not actively seek the patronage of political authorities (for
useful studies of the life of the Buddha, see Saddhatissa 1976; Pye 1979; Carrithers
1983a; Armstrong 2000).

Itis important to realize that the achievement of Buddha-hood (enlightenment)
was not unique to the historical Gautama, but rather that he was considered to
be the latest in a long line of Buddhas and the fourth in the present cosmic cycle.
Moreover, there is a general belief, expressed in the scriptures and in folk culture, of
an apocalypse, of the end of the present world and the coming of a future Buddha,
Maitreya, to begin the next. Towards the end of the present era, associated with
Gautama, Buddhism will decline, and people will die at an earlier age. Thus no one
will be able to attain salvation until the appearance of Maitreya, who will rediscover
the Truth and expound it all. There is a messianic theme here, although no one
knows exactly when the next Buddha will appear.

Importantly, Buddhism was not established as a major religious system until
more than 200 years after the death of Gautama, when Emperor Ashoka was con-
verted to Buddhism. Experiencing remorse after the slaughter and devastation he
had caused in building up his empire, Ashoka made Buddhism the state religion.
It was during or near his reign that a council of monks agreed on the contents
of the Pali canon. Known as the Tripitaka [three baskets], this canon consists of
three sections: the Vinaya Pitaka, which is the corpus of rules governing the life
of the monks; the Sutra-Pitaka, which consists of sermons and discourses (sutras)
of the Buddha; and the Abhidharma, books of scholastic philosophy of relatively
later origin. Thus Buddhist doctrines as expressed in these scriptures have been
handed down relatively unchanged for many centuries. It is this Pali canon that is
important for Theravada Buddhists.

Buddhist cosmology is both complex and variable. In Burma it is believed that
there are three different worlds of existence, each of these worlds (or lokas) having
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their characteristic forms of life. The upper loka or heavens has twenty levels of
byama or devas and six levels of Nat spirits. (In Thailand, the latter category is
replaced with the phii spirits, in Sri Lanka with the yakas.) Below these levels is the
world in which villagers physically exist, while in the lower world are the ghosts of
dead humans [pretas], suffering animals, monsters, and a place of intense misery
and pain. What is important about this Buddhist conception is that although six
basic forms of existence are recognized — god, spirit, humans, animal, ghost, and
soul in hell — these distinctions are only of a temporary nature, for a person is
subject to the wheel of rebirth [samsara] that constitutes the world. According to
one’s karma [the sum of one’s acts], a person may be ‘reborn’ as a god or as an
animal; it all depends on one’s past deeds and the moral balance of good and evil
that goes on from existence to existence. Sometimes known as reincarnation, this
theory of rebirth has the status of an ineluctable natural law like gravity. It was a
system of thought that Gautama derived from Hinduism, and the essence of both
Buddhism and Hinduism is that they offer a means of salvation or escape from
this world of rebirth. But, important in the Buddhist tradition, one can achieve
this liberation only whilst in the human condition: The gods merely enjoy the
fruits of previous karma and must be reborn human to achieve salvation. What
is also important in Buddhism — and this has been noted earlier — is that laukika
[this world] incorporates all forms of existence, so that even the gods and spirits
are considered profane. The realm of lokottara thus means not simply the sacred,
or ‘other-worldly, but complete liberation from sentient existence. This can be
achieved only through salvation, as expressed in the basic doctrines advocated by
Gautama the Buddha.

The essential doctrine of Buddhism, embodied in the four Holy Truths taught
by Gautama at Benares, constitutes the dharma. This term is difficult to trans-
late into English, but it essentially means something that exists in its own right,
without dependence on any prior reality. The dharma consists of four essential
truths.

The first is that everything in the world is bound up with suffering [dukkha]. It
is not a matter of original sin — life is suffering. Human life, Buddha considered,
was like a chain:

The first link in the chain is contact with matter, and this produces sensation. Out of
sensation comes desire, out of desire attachment to the illusions of life, out of attachment
karma, out of karma comes birth, and out of birth —age, sickness and death —the springs
of suffering. (Vaswani 1960, 55)

There is no way out — human life implies suffering, even though to think about it
runs counter to our usual inclinations. For, as Conze suggests, most people cannot
live happily without adopting some kind of ostrich attitude to this existential fact.
To understand this first truth, Buddha held, demanded penetration and awareness:
‘Birth is suffering, decay is suffering, sickness is suffering, death is suffering, said
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the Buddha. He put his cardinal thoughts succinctly when he said ‘one thing I teach
is suffering, and the ending of suffering’ (Humphreys 1951, 81).

This awareness implies neither a pessimistic or optimistic attitude towards life
but, as Rahula suggests, a realistic one. It is to look at the world objectively. The
Buddha did not deny the enjoyment and happiness, both material and spiritual,
that there are in life, but stressed that these are transient and impermanent. Nor
did this emphasis on the reality of suffering suggest a rejection of the world — a
repugnant attitude to the world. Suffering for the Buddha is a fact, not an evil, and
there is nothing to be gained by expressing anger, gloom, or impatience about it
(Rahula 1959, 16-28).

The second truth postulates the cause of suffering: ‘It is that craving which
leads to rebirth, accompanied by delight and greed...i.e. craving for sensuous
experience, craving to perpetuate oneself” (Conze 1951, 43). Desire then is the cause
of suffering. It therefore follows — and this is the third Noble Truth — that the
elimination of desire will abolish suffering. The third Noble Truth suggests that
there is emancipation and liberation from suffering and that to eliminate dukkha
completely, one has to eliminate the main root of dukkha, which is thirst, desire,
craving (Rahula 1959, 29—35). How then do we go about eliminating desire and
craving? By accepting the fourth Noble Truth and following the Noble eightfold
path that leads to the ultimate ideal and value of Buddhism — nirvana, salvation
through the extinction of desire. As said, this path involves the avoidance of two
extremes, namely the search for freedom and happiness through the pleasures of
the senses on the one hand and self-mortification and various forms of asceticism
on the other, which is deemed to be equally ‘painful, unworthy and unprofitable’.
The eightfold path essentially involves three aspects. First, there is ethical conduct
[sila], which involves compassion and love for the world, attitudes, and actions that
promote harmony and happiness — Buddhism is strongly opposed to any kind of
war or the involvement in any work or activities that involve suffering or harm to
others —and the abstention from slanderous, idle, or dishonest speech. The second
aspect is mental discipline or meditation [samadhi], which stresses the cultivation
of mental effort and concentration and an awareness of all forms of bodily feelings
and sensation. The third aspect of the path is wisdom [panna], which demands a
radically new way of looking at the world, the cultivation of a sense of detachment,
and an understanding of the true nature of reality, as embodied in the four Noble
Truths. Buddhism thus combines compassion and wisdom, love, and knowledge.
To what extent this path involves the assumption of a monastic life or at least a
life of mendicancy is none too clear, for Rahula suggests that the attainment of
nirvana can be realized by men and women living ordinary normal lives (Rahula
1959, 45—50, 77; Carrithers 1983a, 71-3). There is, however, an important sense in
which, as Carrithers has put it, Buddhism is a ‘psychological pragmatism’, involving
a ‘practical path to overcoming suffering’ (1983, 47-8). Liberation did not imply an
end to physical pain but rather to mental suffering.
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The whole worldview of Buddhism, Nash suggests (1965, 112) is summed up in
this constantly heard refrain: dukkha, anicca, anatta — the ‘three signs of being.
These three premises constitute and embody the major characteristics of all exis-
tence and form the basis of the dharma. Dukkha, as already noted, implies that all
existence involves suffering. Anicca means change and impermanence and holds
that all earthly experiences are transient and that there is an unrelenting law of
change and decay observable in all things. And, finally, anatta is the doctrine of
‘non-self” and is an extreme empiricist doctrine that holds that the notion of an
unchanging permanent self is a “fiction’ and has no reality. According to Buddhist
doctrine, the individual person consists of five skandhas or heaps — the body, feel-
ings, perceptions, impulses, and consciousness. The belief in a ‘self” or ‘soul’, over
these five skandhas, is illusory and the cause of suffering. Thus the essence of
salvation is ‘de-individualization), the eradication of all notions of the ego, for
when the individual ceases to exist, the result is nirvana, the goal of Buddhism.
This doctrine of ‘no soul’ is intimately associated with the notion of anicca or
impermanence, for in Buddhist terms the universe itself is in a state of perpetual
flux. But, as Spiro notes, Buddhism makes an even more radical claim, for it does
not suggest that there is any permanent or eternal reality. As he puts it, ‘Rather
than aspiring to an eternal existence, the Buddhist (in theory) aspires to the ex-
tinction of existence’ (1970, 8). Thus Buddhism is a radical form of salvation or
mysticism, the experience of ‘emptiness’ or ‘void’ being associated with the state
of nirvana. There has been some dispute as to the exact meaning of nirvana, but
clearly the Buddhist theory of no soul seems to imply quite a different perspective
from that of Vedantist philosophy, in which the individual soul or self [atman] is
seen as identical with the world soul or Brahman [god] (on the doctrine of anatta
[no soul], see Rhys Davids 1912, 48—77; Murti 1955; Collins 1982; Morris 1994,
49-69).

There has been some dispute among Buddhists regarding the exact nature of
nirvana. The well-known Buddhist scholar Christmas Humphreys tended to give
the Buddhist conception of enlightenment a religious or idealist gloss, writing of
what is essentially a human experience as the ‘absolute all-mind’. In this ‘ultimate
spiritual experience’, the self, he writes, becomes emerged in the ‘all self” and con-
sciousness becomes coeval with the universe, the latter being ‘mind-only’ (1987,
15-19). Similarly, Sangharakshita suggests that through insight mediation, one rec-
ognizes that the world is conditioned, impermanent, unsatisfactory, and unreal,
and thus gains a spiritual vision, the direct experience of the ‘ultimate reality’. This
reality is ‘beyond the world” and is unconditioned, transcendent, permanent, real,
and blissful (1966b, 22). This vision is reminiscent of both Vedanta and Platonic
idealism.

But other scholars have stressed that the principles of impermanence [anicca]
and dependent origination [Paticca Samuppada] are the fundamental ‘bedrock’
of Buddhism. The latter notion emphasizes the interdependence and conditioned
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nature of all phenomena — physical, biological, psychological. It is therefore quite
misleading to equate nirvana with some unconditioned ‘metaphysical absolute’.
Such scholars stress that there is no underlying entity of a divine, transcendental,
eternal, or metaphysical nature that lies beyond the manifest phenomena of this
world and that is experienced as nirvana (Macy 1991, 58—61; Brazier 2001, 146). To
these scholars, Buddhism is a form of secular humanism and to be enlightened is
to be

compassionate, tolerant, reasonable, moral, and engaged in a life that benefits hu-
mankind — that contributes to the emancipation of all sentient beings from avoidable
suffering and exploitation. (Brazier 2001, 1)

The implication of the anatta doctrine seems to be that Buddhism is both nihilis-
ticand pessimistic, and in a radical way, for it repudiates everything that constitutes
or attracts the empirical self and regards all sensory experience, all life, as some-
thing to be totally rejected. Since as long as there is life there is suffering, then
according to Spiro the ‘only reasonable goal to aspire to, according to Buddhism, is
the extinction of life as we ordinarily understand it’ (Spiro 1970, 9), or more accu-
rately the extinction of ego. Nirvana is essentially the transcending of individuality.
But as Conze writes in discussing this ‘radical pessimism; if this world is indeed
a vale of tears, as Buddhists hold, ‘there is joy in shedding its burden’ (1951, 21).
A further implication of these doctrines is that nothing but one’s own efforts will
bring salvation. In a sense, Buddhism is an extreme form of individualism, for there
is no recourse to a deity or saviour, no prayer or sacrament, no religious grace, and
not even an enduring soul. Whereas other religions see death, though inevitable, as
the ultimate tragedy, they offer hope by offering eternal life; for Buddhism, death
is but the continuation of life through endless rebirths — and equally tragic. Only
salvation, self-extinction, offers a release. Importantly, given this concept of anatta,
Theravada Buddhism offers only one way to salvation — and this is through sys-
tematic meditation. There is no salvation through ritual or devotion [bhakti] as in
Hinduism.

Because renunciation, or rejection of the world, is implied by the Buddhist
dharma — for attachment to the world is seen as the cause of suffering — Buddhism
is areligion, par excellence, of what Weber called ‘world-rejecting asceticism’ (1966,
169). Thus the core of the Buddhist movement has always consisted of followers of
the monastic life, who have embraced poverty, celibacy, and non-violence as a way
of life.

Although the Buddhist path to salvation is open to all regardless of caste or sex,
those who have attained, or at least have approached, the state of nirvana are few
indeed, and consist of three kinds of people. The Buddha; those who are on the
threshold of Buddha-hood [bodhisattval; and the ascetic monk [arahat], who by
practising meditation [dhyana] has entered the path of salvation and attained



BUDDHISM AND SPIRIT-CULTS 53

mystic power. At his death he will reach the state of nirvana. In Mahayana
Buddhism, found in Tibet, China, and Japan, the bodhisattva doctrine is more
developed, a bodhisattva being someone who, out of love for humanity, renounces
his own Buddha nature in order to help the salvation of others. This ideal has a
place, however, in the Jataka tales of Sri Lanka (Carrithers 1983a, 90-103).

The paradox, of course, is how a religion that seemingly advocates a complete
renunciation of the world comes to terms with social realities. Two points may
be made: one relating to Buddhist politics, for there has always been a symbiotic
relationship between Buddhism and state power; the other relating to the village
context.

Although Buddhism has often been defined as an other-worldly religion from
its inception, it was essentially a social movement, and the community of monks
[sanghal, as we shall explore, has always been closely involved, indeed intertwined,
with everyday social life and politics. Early Buddhism has been interpreted in many
ways as a revolutionary movement, which emphasized an egalitarian ethos, and
thus challenged the caste hierarchy of Hindu society. And throughout its long
history there has been a close and intricate relationship between Buddhism and
state politics, ever since Emperor Ashoka made Buddhism the official religion of
the Magadhan Empire (circa 250 B.C.E.). The expansion as well as the decline of
Buddhism was closely related to the fortunes of various Asian empires (Ling 1968,
232—54). Cynthia Mahmood has indeed suggested that Max Weber’s approach to
the Buddhist religion was virtually devoid of sociology (1997, 309).

With regard to the immediate everyday life, there is this question:

If nirvana is seemingly such a remote possibility, and the monastic ideal an
unenviable way of life for most people, how does Buddhism manifest itself in
‘practical’ terms in the village context?

In subsequent sections we shall explore this issue more fully, but here it is worth
noting what many anthropologists have stressed, namely, that the preceding doc-
trines do not constitute an esoteric body of knowledge available and of interest
only to religious specialists. On the contrary, the basic principles of what Spiro
(1970) calls ‘Nibbanic [salvation] Buddhism’ are known to everyone, including
the humblest villager (cf. Ames 1964; Carrithers 1983b, 90—4). And though much
of the Pali canon may be unknown to villagers, nonetheless throughout most of
Thailand, Burma, and among the Sinhalese, Buddhism is a living tradition. The
five basic precepts of Buddhism — not to kill, steal, engage in sexual misconduct, lie,
or drink intoxicants — are upheld, and along with the famous ‘triple Jewel’ — ‘I take
my refuge in the Buddha, I take my refuge in the Dharma, I take my refuge in the
Sangha’ — are recited every day by almost every villager. Importantly, though such
devotions are said before an image of the Buddha, the Buddha is not considered a
god, though such images, as well as the famous relics, are often conceived as having
spiritual power.
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2.3. BUDDHISM AND NAT CULTS IN BURMA

The relationship between Theravada Buddhism and the spirit-cults, or what is
often described as animism, has given rise to some controversy and to varying
types of interpretation. Some have seen the two religious systems as hopelessly
intertwined, forming a syncretic religion, whose components can be distinguished
only at an analytical level (Brohm 1963). Nash stresses that to a Burmese villager
these systems form a ‘coherent whole’ (1965, 166), while Tambiah in his study
of Thai Buddhism goes even further and offers, as subsequently discussed, an
analysis of a ‘total’ ritual field. Others have stressed the pre-eminence of the spirit-
cults and have suggested that the ordinary villager of South-East Asia is essentially
an animist, following the rites and practices of a pre-Buddhist religion, and that
Buddhism is simply a ‘thin veneer of philosophy’ (Temple 1906). Melford Spiro
considers both these interpretations misleading. As Buddhism is deeply embedded
in the thought and culture of the people — it was a ‘pervading force’ in Burmese
society, wrote Nash (1965, 104) — the second approach is clearly untenable. Thus
Spiro argued in his pioneering studies (1967, 1970) that there existed in Burma
two distinct systems of thought, Buddhism and supernaturalism, each offering its
own interpretation and rituals in the alleviation of suffering. Between these ‘two
religions’, with conflicting and incompatible orientations, there existed a state of
tension.

Following Spiro’s own approach, we can perhaps describe these two religious
systems, the spirit-cults and Buddhism, separately. I also follow Spiro in utiliz-
ing the term ‘supernatural, although many scholars are now reluctant to use this
concept, as it seems to imply a dualistic metaphysic, even though they themselves
often define Buddhism or shamanic religion in terms of a two-world theory. In
Burma, two religous ‘systems’ are seen to coexist, for Buddhism ‘requires) as Nash
suggests (1965, 166), some set of complementary activities for handling immediate,
day-to-day emergencies and misfortunes. These are provided for by what Spiro
calls ‘supernaturalism’. His studies of Burmese religion (1967, 1970) deal respec-
tively with the two religious ‘systems’, Buddhism and spirit-cults, his earlier study
dealing specifically with the latter cults. Spiro’s approach to religion combines psy-
choanalytic theory with structural-functionalism; in fact, he describes himself as
an ‘unregenerate functionalist’ and, like Lewis, expresses misgivings about all forms
of cognitive anthropology. Responding to Levi-Strauss’ work on totemism, he ex-
presses the view that religious ideas are not so much used to think about or classify
with as to live by (1970, 6).

Burmese religion recognizes five main categories of supernaturals, and these are
briefly outlined.

First, there are the various deities [devas] who reside in the Buddhist heavens.
They are looked on as beneficent supernaturals and considered to be the guardians
of Buddhism. They are prayed to and given offerings, particularly fruit. As they
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are considered vegetarians, they are never offered meat. It is recognized that the
intercession of the devas is inconsistent with the Buddhist doctrine of karma, but
nevertheless they are believed to protect people from harm.

Second, there is a belief in various demons [baw] and mythical, ogre-like be-
ings. Despite the fact that they feature prominently in sculptures, they have little
significance in Burmese life.

Third, there are witches: individuals who possess mystical power and who cause
harm to others. Two types are distinguished: the aulan [lower-path] hysaya, invari-
ably a male who causes sickness and death by sending malevolent spitis, and the
sonma, who are chiefly women. According to Spiro, there is much anxiety expressed
about witchcraft, though no one is ever openly accused of being a witch.

Fourth, there are ghosts [pretas], disembodied spirits that have their origin in
the death of a person through unnatural causes or through some evil committed
in their past lives. They are looked on as especially malevolent.

And, finally, and most importantly, there are the Nat spirits, whose culture
comprises an organized and elaborate system of beliefs and rituals.

With the exception of the devas, most of these supernaturals are considered to
be potentially malevolent and are frequently cited as the causal agents of illness
and misfortunes. The Nat spirits themselves, as said, are the object of an elaborate
cult, which, Spiro suggests, can be viewed as an organized religious system that
rivals Buddhism in its cognitive and ritual systemization. The Nats, thirty-seven in
number, are conceived to be fundamentally the spirits of deceased human beings
who, because of their violent deaths, became Nats. Few people are acquainted with
all the Nats, even though many have an associated mythology, and some have the
status of royal ancestral spirits. The Nats can be grouped into three categories,
according to their ritual congregations. There are first the territorial Nats that are
known throughout a region. Of special importance in this context is the house
Nat min mahagiri, who is represented in each household by a coconut and pro-
pitiated with flowers and cooked rice. Second, each village has a special shrine
or Nat house, usually near the village gate, dedicated to the village guardian Nat
[ywadawyin]. This Nat is propitiated once a year. And third, there are inherited
Nats associated with a specific family and kinship group. Although men express a
good deal of scepticism about the reality and importance of the Nat spirits, women
are deeply involved in Nat propitiation. As Spiro records, it is women who most
fear the Nats and who regularly tend the village shrines. The Nats are propitiated at
various life-cycle rituals and at various stages of the agricultural cycle — and many
of these ceremonials are attended almost exclusively by women. But most impor-
tant is the regional Nat festival at the village of Taungbyon, about twenty miles
from Mandalay, which is attended by cult followers from all over Burma. This fes-
tival lasts five days and is similar to a Catholic fiesta; indeed, Spiro stresses that it
has a Bacchanalian character, with dancing and drinking. Female spirit-mediums,
nat-kadaw [Nat wife], wearing red turbans (a colour especially liked by the Nats),
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play a prominent part in the rituals, propitiating the Nat spirits (known as
Taungbyon brothers) and, helped by country spirits, going into trance states.

In the Burmese context, the treatment of illness involving spirit-possession takes
one of two forms. In the first instance, the services of the magician or exorcist
ahtelan [upper-path] hsaya is sought; and he is able, with the assistance of the
‘devas’, to induce the offending spirit to incarnate the patient. The patient acts as a
medium for the spirit, which is then questioned with respect to its requirements.
The exorcist attempts to induce the spirit to leave the patient alone. It is often
literally a struggle between good and evil, the exorcist endeavouring to enlist the
support of Buddhism. In the second form, the shaman enters a trance state and
becomes the medium for the spirit. What is of interest is the contrasting roles of
exorcist and shaman. Whereas the former is always a man and a strict Buddhist, the
shaman is invariably a woman, the wife of the Nat spirit, and is both a diviner and a
cult officiant. This distinction therefore reflects the cosmological division between
Buddhism and Nat cults that Spiro sees as central to Burmese religion, Buddhism
being concerned with other-worldly salvation, the spirit-cult with the attainment
of worldly ends. In his concluding chapter, Spiro links these two religious systems
to the well-known Appollian—Dionysian dichotomy, as noted by Ruth Benedict
(1934); this can be roughly tabulated as follows:

Buddhism Nat Cults
Morality Moral Amoral
Sensuality  Ascetic Libertarian
Reason Rational Non-rational
Personality  Serenity Turbulence
Society Other-worldly  Worldly

Spiro considers these two religious systems to be absolutely distinct — at least
at a conceptual level. ‘If Buddhism’, he writes, stresses the rational, the Nat cult
stresses the non-rational. If reason is the foundation stone of the former, emotion
is the basis of the latter. ... Unlike the Buddhist monk, who seeks truth through
study and meditation, in consciousness and self-awareness, the shaman achieves
her revelation by means of Nat possession, in states of unconsciousness and trance’.
Spiro stresses that both Buddhism and the spirit-cults are concerned with suffering
and the need to avoid suffering, but rather than rejecting the world, the Nat cult
embraces it. Thus the Nat spirits themselves exemplify craving and desire — for
power, sexuality, and material pleasure. And Spiro stresses too that Buddhism is
the dominant cult and that its values permeate all levels of Burmese culture. But
because it sets an ideal of other-worldly salvation, animism has a significant role to
play in the attainment of worldly goals, thus rendering the persistence of Buddhism
possible.
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Yet although Spiro presents a radical dichotomy between Buddhism and the
Nat spirit-cults, he does not view Buddhism, as a cultural system, in monolithic
terms. For he suggests that Buddhism in Burma consists of three distinct systems,
although not implying that living Buddhism itself can be neatly packaged into
distinct bundles of belief and practices.

The first of these is Nibbanic Buddhism, focussed around the monks [ bhikkhu]
and the monastic life. This largely accords with the Buddhist dharma described in
the previous section, with its emphasis on nihilism, asceticism, renunciation, and
detachment from worldly concerns. The monk, Spiro writes, is the ‘true Buddhist’
(1970, 279). Although in the past an order of female monks was recognized, at the
present time in Burma only males are eligible to join the order of monks — the
Sangha. Monks are essentially concerned with their own salvation and their own
spiritual welfare, and essentially devote their lives to morality — the sentiment of
loving kindness [metta] is particularly emphasized — spiritual discipline, the study
of the scriptures, and meditation. Few people in Burma engage in meditation apart
from the monks, but two forms are practised by the bhikkhu, one emphasizing
serenity and tranquillity [bhavana], the other insight [vipassana]. Through med-
itation, the monk becomes intuitively aware that there is no self and thus attains
wisdom [panna] and possible release from the wheel of rebirth — enlightenment
or nirvana [nibbana). As the monk does not engage in production, he is thus de-
pendent on the villagers for support, but he relates to the wider society in teaching
Buddhism to lay people and in being centrally involved in funeral rituals. Spiro,
indeed, remarks that

Ifbirth and childhood ceremonies are primarily concerned with the Nat [spirits], death
ceremonies are the concern primarily of Buddhism. (1970, 248)

Nibbanic Buddhism is thus a religion of ‘radical salvation’ and primarily the
concern of monks. Spiro argues that the bhikku are not priests as they are in no
sense an intermediary between humans and the spirit world.

The second form of Buddhism, Kammatic Buddhism, is that practised by the
majority of the populace who are essentially concerned not with rejecting the
world but with improving their position within the wheel of rebirth [samsara] by
enhancing their own karma [kamma]. This is achieved by the acquisition of merit
[ ku thou], which, in turn is attained in three ways: by giving [dana], morality [sila],
or meditation [bhavana] (Spiro 1970, 94). But whereas meditation is important
in Nibbanic Buddhism, giving — particularly to the monks — is the means par
excellence for acquiring merit in Kammatic Buddhism. Indeed, Spiro suggests that
it is through Kammatic Buddhism that the Burmese people are able to affirm
their loyalty to orthodox Buddhism while at the same time rejecting the orthodox
emphasis on ‘other-worldly’ salvation. The Buddhism of the great majority of
contemporary people in Burma, Spiro writes, ‘is best characterized as a religion of
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proximate salvation’ (1970, 67). In Kammatic Buddhism, a pleasurable rebirth is
therefore considered preferable to extinction — nirvana.

The third system of Buddhism Spiro refers to as Apotropaic Buddhism, which is
essentially concerned, like the Nat cults, in protecting the individual from existential
problems — illness, drought, snake-bites, and other misfortunes. Even Kammatic
Buddhism does not deal adequately with the problems and sufferings of everyday
life. Thus the recitation of specific spells or chants [paritta] derived from the
Buddhist canon, the enactment of special rituals before images of the Buddha,
the invocation of certain Buddhist gods or deva, all these serve to protect the
individual from harm and bring about a variety of worldly benefits. They thus
constitute a ‘powerful magical technology’ that deals with the mundane concerns
and problems of everyday experience — not with salvation. This is the system of
Apotropaic Buddhism.

Although Melford Spiro makes a rather stark dichotomy between spirit cults and
Buddhism, his studies of Burmese religion are detailed and substantive and indicate
that it is both complex and multifaceted. He eschews homiletic interpretations of
religious doctrine and rituals — currently fashionable — and, though acknowledging
the importance of hermeneutics, Spiro’s primary concern is to explore the functions
of Buddhism and spirit cults in Burma at both a social and psychological level. But
two important themes are worth noting in conclusion. One is the importance of the
monk in Burmese society; for the bhikkhu is not only a symbol of worldly renun-
ciation but also venerated to an extraordinary degree as the epitome of the devout
Buddhist. Indeed, Spiro writes that the feeding of the monks and the maintenance
of the monastery is almost the raison d’etre of the Burmese village, serving to inte-
grate the village as a social unit (1970, 472). The second is the fact that the Burmese
tend to maintain a clear distinction between the ultimate values and perspective
of Nibbanic Buddhism [lokuttara] and the practical and empirical perspective of
worldly existence [loki]. (For an important collection of Spiro’s theoretical writings,
see Spiro 1987; for a general account of Buddhism in Burma, see Bechert 1984.)

2.4. BUDDHISM AND SPIRIT-CULTS IN THAILAND

In this section we focus on Stanley Tambiah’s important study of Thai religion.
Tambiah, influenced by Levi-Strauss and Leach, attempts to provide a synchronic,
structuralist approach to Buddhism and spirit-cults and, as such, attempts to
conceptualize the religious system as a ‘total field’ This means that he does not
stress, like Spiro, the duality and contrast between Buddhism and animism but
rather discusses separately four ritual complexes and attempts, by means of formal
concepts — hierarchy, opposition, complementarity — to analyse these cult activities
and the relationship among them. The first of these ritual complexes relate to the
Buddhist monks, and there are, I think, three interrelated aspects of what has been
described as “practical Buddhism” that Tambiah’s study highlights.
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First, the monastic life is not seen as something entirely separate from the world
for, as noted earlier in relation to Burma, there is a symbiotic relationship between
the Buddhist laity and the monks, the latter offering spiritual gifts in return for
material support. The Buddhist monk is therefore very different from the two
religious specialists of Hinduism. Although like the Sannyasin, the monk renounces
the world and devotes himself to the religious life, the Sangha has a structured
relationship with the laity. Unlike the Sannyasin, the Buddhist monk is not outside
the social structure. Moreover, whereas the status of homeless wanderer (Sannyasin)
was seen as the final stage in the theory of asrama (the Hindu stages of life), monk-
hood for the many male Buddhists in South-East Asia is a role they adopt when
young adults — though they may intensify their religious piety towards the end of
their life. Unlike the brahmans, monks do not form a caste and, in fact, given the
rule of celibacy, they could never be one. In fact, in the Indian context, the Brahman
priest and the Buddhist bhikku were in many ways opposed and antagonistic.

In Thailand, the Buddhist temple [wat] is ecologically separated from the village
settlement and reflects the separation of the monk from the ordinary villager or
householder. Within the temple, the monks constitute a monastic community,
which in essence is a self-governing community under the loose governance of a
senior monk or abbot. They form what Tambiah calls a ‘confraternity’ (1970, 73)
devoted to the religious life; the internal organization of the community is thus
rather loose, and the community to a large degree has political autonomy. Within
the community there is no stress on central authority, and seniority is based on
the number of years since full ordination as a monk. Importantly, the Sangha or
monastic community is an open institution; any man can become a monk, and
though there is a ceremony of ordination, the monk takes no vows of obedience
and is free to leave the order at any time. There is no equivalent status for women,
though in Buddhism, bhikkhunis [nuns] are in fact recognized. As Tambiah writes,
‘The salvation quest is very much a male pursuit. The inferiority of women in
respect of the Buddhist quest is doctrinally well established’ (1970, 98).

But though the political structure of the Sangha is antihierarchical in many re-
spects, there is nonetheless a rigid enforcement of disciplinary rules. The more im-
portant of these relate to sexual misconduct and the impropriety of even associating
with women; to the drinking of wines and spirits; and to injunctions against trade,
luxurious living, the taking of life, and the eating of food after midday. Poverty,
celibacy, and non-violence form therefore the three essentials of monastic life, but
significantly, unlike with most Christian monks, there is no stress on manual labour
or on obedience. The monk, whose life is oriented towards his own salvation, is
supported by the contributions and gifts of the Buddhist laity. An ordinary vil-
lager, by observing the Buddhist precepts in a strict fashion, may gain piety, and
it is common for men and women in later life to retreat from worldly concerns;
but these people are not monks. Although some individuals devote their life to
the Sangha and become full-time monks, the usual pattern in Thailand (but not in
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Sri Lanka) is for every male to spend some time in the monastery as a novice monk.
He is initiated as a monk, usually through an ordination ceremony sponsored by
his family, and for a time lives in the monastery, observing the rules of discipline,
wearing the ochre robe, and having his head shaven. He performs many of the
functions of a monk and, besides undertaking some of the more menial tasks in
the monastery, devotes his time to studying and learning the Buddhist scriptures —
memorizing in particular the various sermons and chants. Traditionally, before the
advent of public schooling, the period a man spent as a monk was important in ac-
quiring literacy. Thus typically the Sangha is composed primarily of celibates in the
prime of adult life, and, as Tambiah writes, the ordination as a monk in Thailand is
‘distinctly a rite of passage for young men before they marry and set up their own
households’ (1970, 101). Many in later life, and as village elders, continue to support
the Sangha, either materially through alms and gifts or in the administration of
the temple, through the Wat committee.

Second, the monks play an important role in conducting many of the village rites.
The most important of these are the cycle of collective calendrical rites connected
with agriculture (Tambiah 1970, 15275, for a detailed account of those undertaken
ina Thaivillage) and the funerary rites. The latter rituals —unlike the rites associated
with marriage and birth — are presided over by monks and are conceived of as
essentially Buddhist rites. The monks act as mediators between death and rebirth,
and the whole focus of the ritual is to secure for the dead person a good status
in afterlife by the transfer of merit. An important distinction is made between
those who have died a violent death through unnatural events — accident, injury,
or suicide — and those who have died of natural causes at the end of the normal life
span. A violent death is looked on as highly inauspicious, for it is believed that a
person’s spirit [ winjan] will become a malevolent phii. The person is therefore given
a hurried burial; there is no cremation and the monks do not participate in the
funeral ceremony. In contrast, the monks officiate at the mortuary rites associated
with normal death, the purpose of the rite, as said, being to lead the dead man’s
spirit to heaven and make possible a better rebirth (Tambiah 1970, 179—90).

It is in relation to the latter concept that the third aspect of practical Buddhism
pertains, namely, the notion that merit-making leads to better rebirth. It is in fact
the ideology of merit that links together Nibbanic Buddhism, exemplified by the
monks, and the everyday world of the villager. For the chiefactivity involved in being
an ordinary Buddhist is concerned with gift-giving. Almsgiving, as Ames writes
(1964, 30) is the first and foremost duty of all Buddhists. By giving food, gifts, and
support to the Buddhist monks and the Buddhist Sangha, a person obtains merit
[bun], and, by increasing his fund of merit in this life, he or she thereby ensures
a rebirth blessed with happiness and prosperity and, more important, with the
possibility of obtaining salvation in a future life.

Thus most Buddhists in Thailand, as in Burma, are not concerned with renuncia-
tion and with obtaining salvation but only with ‘a happy rebirth’. It is merit-making
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rather than meditating that has practical significance, and, as Tambiah writes (1970,
54), merit-making need not be an individual activity, for the family household or
kin group may engage in merit-making activities. But significantly, the act of vol-
untary giving, without a thought of immediate advantage, though giving merit to
the individual, can also be seen as a form of sacrificial act, for by giving, a person
registers less attachment to the things associated with the self (Nash 1965, 115). There
are therefore two distinct paths to salvation: what Spiro refers to as Nibbanic and
Kammatic Buddhism. The one is associated with monks and world-renunciation,
and seeks salvation through meditation; the other, undertaken by ordinary
Buddhists, is concerned with accumulating merit by gift-giving and thereby gaining
a better rebirth to facilitate one’s future salvation.

Given the difficult and world-negating path that the nirvana ideal implies, the
latter path represents the religious orientation of most Theravada Buddhists, and
it is functional to the support of the monastic order. Essentially, the requirements
of the monks and the local Wat, including daily food, are supplied entirely by the
laity. In return, the monks perform their sermons, officiate in village rituals, and,
by their example and studies, uphold the Buddhist ideal.

The three other ritual complexes that Tambiah describes as important in Thai-
land are also worth outlining.

Buddhists in Thailand conceptually distinguish two spiritual essences associ-
ated with the person. Winjan, or spirit, leaves the person only at death and may
then become either a malevolent phii spirit in the event of an unnatural death or
continue the cycle of rebirths, hopefully in heaven. The khwan, or life soul, on
the other hand, is associated with a person only during his or her earthly life, and
its presence in the body is essential for a person’s well-being. ‘Soul loss’ leads to
suffering, illness, and misfortune. There is therefore a class of rituals, the Sukhwan
rites, whose essential purpose is to ensure that the khwan is either restored to or
bound to the body. The rites therefore have both a therapeutic and a prophylactic
function. The essence of the rite, which is performed by the village elders, is the
calling of the khwan soul and the binding of the person’s wrist with a cord —
symbolically signifying the attachment of the khwan to the person. Such rites are
undertaken at times of crisis or misfortune and as part of important transition
rites — marriage, ordination to monkhood, and pregnancy. The elder who offici-
ates at the Sukhwan rituals is termed Paahm, which derives from the word Brahman;
and Tambiah suggests that the elder performs auspicious rites in some ways rem-
iniscent of the Brahman priest in the Hindu context. Importantly, such elders are
always ex-monks who are literate and versed in the Pali scripture, so that the roles of
‘priest’ and ‘monk’ in the Thai context, Tambiah suggests, are not antagonistic but
complementary (1970, 255).

The third class of rites in Thailand is focussed around the cult of the guardian
spirits. These are phii spirits who, though seen as distinct from the thewada
[devas] — the heavenly gods — are nonetheless, like these deities, seen as essentially
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benevolent supernaturals. In Thai villages, two phii spirits have particular impor-
tance in this respect, the tapubaan [grandfather or village ancestor], who is the
guardian of the land and settlement, and the chao phau phraa khao [holy father—
monk], who is associated with the temple. The first spirit is of the laity, and his
shrine is placed at the edge of the village; the second spirit is that of a pious man,
and his shrine, in the form of a wooden statue, is next to that of the Buddha, in the
village temple. Offerings made to these spirits reflect, as among the Sinhalese, the
pure—impure distinction. Both spirits are believed to cause misfortunes, but they
are not capricious, and their inflictions reflect transgressions of certain norms —
the breaking of taboos relating to the Buddhist sabbath, for instance (Tambiah
1970, 263-9).

The general procedure when a person becomes ill is to consult the mau song, or
diviner, who diagnoses whether or not the illness has been caused by a spirit. If this
is indeed the case, and the offending spirit is one of the guardian spirits, recourse
has to be made to the services of a spirit medium [tiam], whose mediumship is
publicly ratified by the village community. Such mediums are often women but,
unlike the paahm, they are neither literate nor involved or generally interested in
Buddhist doctrine and rites. They differ from other ritual specialists — specifically
the monk [bikkhu] and paahm — in being recruited through possession and, as
Tambiah writes, ‘the distinctive features of their rituals are ecstatic possession and
dance, and oracular statements —which characteristics are altogether different from
those exhibited by monks and the paahm who conduct Sukhwan rituals’ (1970, 283).

The final ritual complex in Thailand is associated with those phii spirits that are
deemed to be malevolent. These are invariably the spirits of people who have died
under abnormal circumstances, though they may also be nature spirits associated
with the hills and rivers. One particular spirit phii paub has a permanent human
host, and affliction can be remedied only by exorcism. It is women who are believed
to be the most likely victims of this spirit. Significantly, the ritual offerings under-
taken with respect to those afflictions caused by the malevolent phii are made not
by the tiam but by other spirit mediums, mau phii. This leads Tambiah to suggest
that the phii spirits are of two types, the guardian and the malevolent phii, each
with its own complex of rites and specialists.

Although Tambiah’s central concern is to offer a synchronic approach and to
suggest that the relationship between Buddhism and spirit-cults is complex and
cannot be seen simply as a dichotomy, he was also interested in the relationship
between the ‘grand Buddhist tradition’, as expressed in the classical literature, and
the folk religion, the religious beliefs as observed in the context of village life. This
relates to the well-known paradigm of the great and little traditions (Marriott 1955)
as well as to Dumont’s and Pocock’s distinction between Sanskritic civilization
and popular Hinduism — both of which Tambiah discusses. His main criticism
is that these writers assume that the classical literary tradition (whether Sanskrit
Hinduism or Pali Buddhism) is a homogeneous body of literature, whereas in fact
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it is a miscellaneous collection of writings spread over many centuries. Thus the
notion of a ‘great tradition’ is largely the ‘fabrication of anthropologists’ (Tambiah
1970, 371) and reflects a profoundly ahistorical viewpoint. Tambiah suggests that this
‘two-level’ approach is misleading. In fact, at the village level, the ordinary monk
combines these two levels, for he chants verses and preaches sermons that are taken
from the classical Pali texts while at the same time being an active member — through
these rites — of a local community. Tambiah therefore suggests that we should
take a historical approach and look at two kinds of links between the Buddhist
past and the contemporary context, at the continuities that are evident, and at
the transformations that have taken place. Looking at the relationship between
Buddhism and the spirit-cults in structural terms may, he felt, give us insights into
the historical processes by which Buddhism, as it spread from India, came to terms
with the indigenous religions (for other interesting studies of Thai Buddhism,
particularly on the role of the Sangha, see Terwiel 1975; Tambiah 1976; Bunnag
1973).

2.5. RELIGIOUS CHANGE IN SRI LANKA

Early studies of Buddhism in Sri Lanka tended to suggest that among Sinhalese
Buddhists, two forms of religion coexisted: a spirit religion, often referred to as
animism and that dealt with worldly concerns; and Buddhism in the strict sense,
which was concerned mainly with other-worldly salvation. The latter was focussed
specifically around the sangha, the order of monks. In his study of Sinhalese
Buddhism, Michael Ames (1964), for example, suggests that Buddhism and an-
imism form two distinct systems, even though they are inextricably linked in prac-
tice. Although Buddhism is not an esoteric doctrine and was open to all, those
wishing to become true Buddhists had to join the sangha and, as a monk, renounce
all sexual and economic activity.

As in Burma and Thailand, in Sri Lanka there was a clear distinction between
the religious statuses of the layperson and the monk, the latter being supported by
the laity. With regard to the spirit-cults, Ames suggests that they have a tripartite
structure, for there are three main categories of spirits, each with its associated
ritual system and specialist. The first system is concerned with the higher spirits
[deviyas], who are propitiated through ritual offering [puja] by a priest. Only the
shrines of these spirits are found in conjuction with Buddhist temples and shrines.
The second is associated with astrology and planetary deities who represent astral
powers and to whom offerings are made. And, finally, there are the spirits [yakas]
and ghosts, who are warded off or exorcised from the patient by means of offerings
or a spirit dance. The offerings made to the various spirits reflect a purity—pollution
hierarchy, and Ames notes that all these rites begin and end with the magician
or priest expressing his veneration of the Buddha. But though fused in practice,
Buddhism and the spirit-cults are held to be distinct by the Sinhalese, and the latter



64 RELIGION AND ANTHROPOLOGY

are considered inferior to Buddhism and wholly profane. Typically, a person will
first visit the Buddhist temple to venerate the Buddha and his symbols (monks,
relics, Bo tree), and then go to the spirit shrine to propitiate the deities. Importantly,
the spirit-cults are seen by the Sinhalese as distinct from magic (trickery) and as a
form of science [vidyava] that is concerned with the provision of consolation and
‘worldly relief” from temporary misfortunes. Between Buddhism and the spirit-
cults, there is therefore a division of labour, Buddhism being concerned with karma
and individual destiny, the ‘science of spirits’ being concerned with events brought
about by other ‘natural laws’. Ames succinctly indicates the relationship between
these two religious systems:

Although the two realms of Buddhism and magical-animism are completely separate
and distinct in Sinhalese theory, they are complementary in function. This is why the
Sinhalese fuse them in practice. (1964, 39)

This is why Ames considers the theory that Buddhism is the religion of the literati
and spirit-cults the folk religion to be misleading, and for two reasons. First, as
in Burma, in Sri Lanka Buddhism itself has a sophisticated and popular level of
participation, the one focussed on the ascetic ideal of salvation, the other on merit-
making. Second, all Buddhists, whatever their status within the Buddhist hierarchy,
tend to participate in spirit propitiation. The following extract neatly summarizes
what Ames is proposing:

The primary division in Sinhalese religion is therefore not between big and little tradi-
tionsatall, but between lokottara and laukika value orientations. . . . Two important reli-
gious sub-systems have combined to solve this dual problem of human life — happiness
in it and salvation from it. Spirit cults, oriented to worldly (laukika) concerns, deal
with the misfortunes of daily life; Buddhism is concerned with personal destiny, with
what is beyond (lokottara) the ordinary....The Sinhalese, both literate and non-
literate . . . participate in both sub-systems. (1964, 41)

The important studies of Ames on Sinhalese Buddhism and spirit-cults (1964,
1968) relate to the 1960s, when Theravada Buddhism was still largely the ‘religion
of a rice-growing peasant society’ (Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988, 5). Its main
institutional feature was the distinction between the laity and the sangha, it being
the duty of the laity to give material support to the order of monks. The sangha, in
turn, embodied and preserved the ideals of Buddhism. Equally important, as Ames
emphasized, there was a clear distinction made between Theravada Buddhism and
the spirit-cults, each with distinct social functions. Indeed, these two forms of
religiosity had probably coexisted in Sri Lanka since time immemorial. Over the
past forty years, however, Buddhism has been transformed in Sri Lanka, along with
the spirit-cults, and these religious changes have been explored in a detailed and
interesting study by Richard Gombrich and Gananath Obeyesekere (1988).
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In the past, Sinhala Buddhist society was primarily based on peasant agricul-
ture, and daily life focussed around kin groups and the village community. The
sangha was a key institution and, as said, the distinction between the laity and the
monks was an important fulcrum around which social life was organized. Over
the past forty years or so, this pattern of life has been fundamentally transformed by
socio-economic changes. The population of Sri Lanka has more than doubled since
independence and now stands at around 15 million. This has led to impoverish-
ment in rural areas and to increased urbanization, and many of the villages around
the capital, Colombo, are now little more than suburbs (or slums) of the city. Polit-
ical and economic power has become more and more centralized in Colombo, and
this has led to the emergence of both a new middle class and an impoverished urban
proletariat. These profound social changes have created a ‘disoriented society’ and
have entailed dramatic religious changes — a ‘new religious culture’ that Gombrich
and Obeysekere explore in great depth. Fundamentally, there have been two basic
changes — the development within the bourgeois culture of a ‘Protestant Buddhism’
and the transformation of the spirit-cults into a Hindu-style bhakti religious tra-
dition. These developments in Buddhism and spirit religion are briefly described
separately — for this distinction is acknowledged by the Sinhalese themselves and
the anthropologists in their own exposition.

Protestant Buddhism had its origins in the latter part of the nineteenth century,
and the key figure in its emergence was Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933), who
is also seen as an important figure in the creation of ‘modern’ Buddhism (Lopez
2002, 54). This is the assumed name of David Hewavitarne and literally means
the ‘homeless defender of the doctrine [Buddhism]’. Born in Colombo and an
early member of the Theosophical Society, Dharmapala visited India in 1891 and
was shocked to see the decay of the great pilgrimage sites, especially Bodh Gaya,
where Buddha first experienced enlightenment. In 1891, he therefore founded the
Maha Bodhi society, whose primary aim was to restore Bodh Gaya to Buddhist
control. Through his writings and activities, Dharampala played an important role
in promoting Buddhism as a world religion (Rahula 1978, 123—5; Gombrich 1988,
188—91).

There are a number of key features that define modern or Protestant Buddhism.

First, it emphasizes a spiritual egalitarianism and stresses equality over hier-
archy. Thus it denies that only through the sangha can a person find salvation.
Religion therefore becomes personal, reflecting an ‘inner-worldly asceticism’, and
Dharmapala in particular strongly emphasized thrift and hard work. The hallmark
of Protestant Buddhism is then ‘its view that the layman should permeate his life
with his religion; that he should strive to make Buddhism permeate his whole so-
ciety; and that he should try to reach nirvana’ (Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988,
216). The quest for salvation was therefore no longer confined to the monk.

Second, it emphasizes a fundamentalist approach to religion and advocates a re-
turn to origins, to the Buddhism of the Buddha himself, stressing that contemporary
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Buddhism, especially Mahayana Buddhism, has become degenerate, corrupt, and
moribund.

Third, Protestant Buddhism presents itself as less of a religion than as a philoso-
phy, almost a spiritual form of atheism. Not only compatible with modern science,
it was considered more ancient and the equal of if not superior to Christianity as a
mode of enlightened ethics. Early Protestant Buddhists often made use of the anti-
Christian writings of western rationalists, and thus Buddhism came to be viewed
as a rational mysticism (Gombrich 1988, 172—97; Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988,
202-36).

Besides taking a polemical stance and engaging in public debate, Protestant
Buddhists like Dharmapala also make great use of English-language writings and
concepts.

In an interesting essay, Martin Southwold (1982) refers to this Protestant Bud-
dhism as ‘true Buddhism’, which tends to be practised by English-speaking middle-
class Sinhalese, who disparage what they describe as ‘village Buddhism’. The small
group of forest-dwelling monks in Sri Lanka, perceptively described by Michael
Carrithers (1983b), are seen as part of modern or Protestant Buddhism — and as
largely the outcome of European inspiration (Gombrich 1971, 283—4).

Although Protestant Buddhists do not renounce family life or economic activ-
ities, they nevertheless dedicate their spare time to religious concerns and assume
an ascetic lifestyle — becoming vegetarian, refusing to drink alcohol, wearing white
clothes, and sometimes leading a celibate life. Meditation centres have been estab-
lished, and the widespread practice of meditation by the laity has been, Gombrich
and Obeysekere suggest, “the greatest single change to have come over Buddhism
in Sri Lanka. . . since the Second World War” (1988, 237).

Whereas in the past monks officiated only at funerary rites, now the mar-
riage ceremony has become infused with Buddhist values or rather has adopted
Victorian sexual mores — with its emphasis on strict monogamy and puritanical
attitudes towards sexuality. The contemporary Sinhala middle class now see these
as quintessential Buddhist values (Gombrich and Obeysekere 1988, 255—6). Also
significant in recent years has been the resurgence of nuns. Although not belong-
ing to a clearly defined order, such women put on yellow robes, shave their heads,
follow the essential Buddhist precepts, and often live together in retreats, and, like
monks, they devote their lives to the attainment of salvation.

A final important feature of Protestant Buddhism has been the emergence of
the Sarvodaya movement — Sarvodaya being a Sanskrit term meaning the welfare
of all. Founded by A. T. Ariyaratne in 1958 and influenced by Gandhi’s philosophy,
Sarvodaya aims to foster a model of balanced development, based on basic human
needs, that is consonant with Buddhist doctrine and ethics. Its philosophy stresses
the basic values of equality, loving kindness, sharing, compassionate action, equa-
nimity, and unselfish joy. But Gombrich and Obeyesekere suggest that Sarvodaya’s
vision of a ‘village society’ and the past Sri Lankan civilization is idealized and
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romantic and is essentially ‘a projection of the bourgeoisie, a fantasy that has no
social reality’ (1988, 250).

In all this, Protestant Buddhism undercuts the prestige and importance of the
monk, for it holds that ‘it is the responsibility of every Buddhist both to care
for the welfare of Buddhism and to strive himself for salvation’ (Gombrich and
Obeyesekere 1988, 7).

For Dharmapala himself, the ‘model Protestant Buddhist, the spirit-cults were
viewed as a ‘mass of superstition’ that no self-respecting Buddhist could believe
in or practise. But what has also occurred over the past half century has been
a transformation of spirit religion in Sri Lanka, which, under the influence of
Hinduism, has developed into Bhakti — like devotional cults. Whereas in the past,
possession tended to be viewed negatively, as possession by malevolent spirits
[yaka] or ghosts [preta], it now has a more positive evaluation. As Gombrich and
Obeyesekere write, ‘the most striking recent change in the Sinhala religious scene
has been the widespread acceptance of possession as something positive’ (1988, 37).

For what has emerged are female priests who are devotees of some of the more
powerful Hindu deities — such as Pattini, Kali, Kataragama (Skanda), and Huniyam.
These deities possess a woman, and so she becomes the accredited vehicle of the
deity — and as a female priest (maniyo) she sets up her own shrine, and the god
becomes her own guardian deity and the relationship often has an erotic quality.
Counterpart to that of the traditional priests [kapurala], who usually came from
the dominant caste and acted as intermediaries for the deities [devata], this new
religious role is mainly associated with women. And, as in other spirit-possession
cults, after an initial personal crisis, a woman may be converted from a patient into
an ecstatic priestess. Thus

the theory of divine possession enhances the self respect of the possessed person and
becomes a source of ‘liberation’ (increased dignity, social independence, earning power)
for women and indeed many other people who see no hope of other success or fulfil-
ment. (Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988, 41)

The maniyo come from the poorer sections of the community and, as diviners
and curers, largely serve an impoverished urban proletariat. Whereas the nun
has a vocation of salvation, the ecstatic priestess has a vocation of healing. This
distinction reflects the Sinhalese saying, ‘The Buddha for refuge: the gods for help’.
Also important has been the emergence of the sami, a kind of urbanized, self-
recruited priest who, influenced by Hinduism, also engages in benign possession.
Gombrich and Obeyesekere give a detailed account of the various spirit-cults and
rituals associated with such deities as Huniyam, Kali, and Kataragama (Skanda),
all of whom have become popular deities in recent decades (1988, 96-199; see also
Obeyesekere 1981, for interesting life-histories of individual women devotees and
for an account of how cultural symbols have personal significance and meaning
for individuals).
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Ofespecial interest is the Kataragama shrine in the south-east corner of Sri Lanka,
which has become an important pilgrim centre. Since the 1950s, most pilgrims to
the shrine of Kataragama, who is associated with the Hindu god Skanda, have
been Buddhists, and they visit the shrine in the thousands — the annual pilgrim
traffic has indeed been estimated as exceeding a half million. It has become a
‘great melting pot” of Sri Lankan society and is renowned for its more exuberant
forms of religiosity — fire-walking, various forms of self-mortification, and the
Kavadi ecstatic dance — a combination of eroticism and devotionalism, in which
the devotees of the god, men, women, and children, dance together in ecstatic
trance. It appears that the deity Skanda has almost universal appeal — and he is the
god even of local politicians, businessmen, and ‘big-time crooks’ in the city of
Colombo. Kataragana represents, Gombrich and Obeyesekere conclude, a kind a
Hindu-Buddhism syncretism — the invasion of Sinhalese region by Tamil Bhakti
religiosity (1988, 163—99; Obeyesekere 1981).

Gombrich and Obeyesekere affirm that the important function of Buddhism in
Sri Lanka is to provide life with meaning and a sense of purpose and that the spirit
cults have a largly communal function (1988, 22). But eschewing neither functional
or causal analysis, they go beyond hermeneutics and semiology — with its narrow
emphasis on ‘meaning’ — and give a rich and fascinating account of Buddhism and
spirit religion in Sri Lanka, situating it, in Weberian fashion, in its socio-historical
context. It is thus refreshingly free of any reference to fashionable postmodern
icons! (For further studies of Buddhism and spirit-cults in Sri Lanka, see Gombrich
1971; Evers 1972; Yalman 1964; Southwold 1983. For an important study of Theravada
Buddhism, see Gombrich 1988; and for an account of the aesthetics and cultural
logic of exorcism as a form of ritual healing in Sri Lanka, see Kapferer 1983.)

2.6. BUDDHISM AND FOLK RELIGION IN TIBET

In the preceding sections we have focussed specifically on Theravada Buddhism —
‘the school of the elders, reputed to be the most ancient of all the schools of
Buddhism — as it was practised in three social contexts: Burma, Thailand, and
Sri Lanka. We turn now to Tibetan Buddhism, which in many ways represents a
synthesis of the three major forms or paths of Buddhism — Hinayana (Theravada),
Mahayana (the great vehicle), and Vajrayana, or Tantric Buddhism. Indeed, it has
been suggested that these represent three different stages in the development of
Buddhism, each with its own value orientation: early Theravada Buddhism em-
phasized psychology, ethical discipline, and monastic rule; Mahayana Buddhism
added an emphasis on metaphysics and devotional rituals, together with the de-
velopment of the Bodhisattva doctrine; and finally, after about 500 c.E., came
the emergence of Vijrayana, with its emphasis on yoga and esoteric meditation
(Sangharakshita 1990, 27; 1996, 29—30).
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An aura of mystery surrounds Tibet, and, as Stephen Batchelor writes, the very
thought of Tibetan Buddhism evokes a colourful and exotic imagery (1987, 14).
Indeed, the well-known spiritualist Helena Blavatsky, a founder of the Theosophical
Society (in 1875) is reputed to have had telepathic communications from spiritual
beings in Tibet, whom she described as Mahatmas [great souls]. But whether or
not she can be considered one of the founders of modern Buddhism is debatable
(Lopez 2002, 1-5). In this section, however, I steer clear of the many esoteric books
on Tibetan Buddhism and focus instead on Geoffrey Samuel’s comprehensive
anthropological and historical study, Civilized Shamans (1993).

In a decade when postmodernism was all the rage in academia, and anthropol-
ogy was being systematically reduced to hermeneutics or to egocentric scholastic
reverie, it was refreshing indeed to encounter a scholar — Geoffrey Samuel (1990) —
who was advocating a reconstruction of anthropology as a ‘natural science of
society’ (1990, 4), with an emphasis, like that of Radcliffe-Brown, on situating
human life not in ‘culture’ but within social life as a historical process. Although
many of Samuel’s suggestions for a new social scientific paradigm — which he
terms a ‘multimodal framework’ — were not quite as novel as he envisaged, it
nevertheless represented a worthy attempt to advance scholarship beyond the nar-
row confines of interpretive or symbolic anthropology, which is still in vogue
(advocated, of course, by Clifford Geertz). Most of the essential tenets of Samuel’s
supposedly new paradigm — a move beyond positivistic science, a synthesis of the
two dominant social epistemologies — methodological individualism (Popper) and
holism (Durkheim), and the repudiation of Cartesian metaphysics with its inherent
dualism (individual-society, body—mind, subject-object) — are, of course, hardly
new; such tenets have long been a part of the social sciences (Morris 1991, 1997;
Bunge 1996).

But what was important about Samuel’s text is his insistence that there are
‘multiple ways of knowing), that within any human society (or individual) one
always finds the coexistence of several conceptual frameworks or cultural patterns.
This too is hardly news, for in my earlier text, Anthropological Studies of Religion
(1987), I emphasized that within the social sciences there are many different ways of
interpreting or explaining religious phenomena—indeed, I suggested that even with
writings of a single scholar many diverse theoretical (cultural) perspectives may be
expressed. But Samuel’s emphasis on a ‘multimodal framework’ is important, given
the tendency of many anthropologists to conceive of ‘culture’ either as a ‘totalising
ritual schema’ or, in equal monadic fashion, as a ‘symbolic order’ (Douglas 1966),
or, alternatively, as with the postmodernists, to emphasize, almost to the point
of Reductio ad Absurdum, the incoherence and fragmentary nature of cultural
discourses, as a ‘montage of polyphony’, even questioning whether the very concept
of ‘culture’ has any meaningful place in anthropological theory (Morris 2000, 99).
Samuel steers his analysis between these two extremes, emphasizing the diversity
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of different cultural schemas or conceptual frameworks within any historical or
social context (1990, 59—61).

In premodern Tibet the main forms of subsistence focussed around agriculture
and pastoralism, although long-distance trade was important and was largely un-
der the control of the monks within the religious establishments. The society was
diverse and complex. In remote areas, relatively autonomous agricultural commu-
nities and pastoralists were found; several independent petty states also existed,
but in the agricultural heartland o