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Anthropology of Religion

Early theorists of religion such as Malinowski, Durkheim and Weber, were interested in
understanding religion as an integral part of culture and society. This course will continue
and expand upon this tradition, paying particular attention to the interplay of the public
and private aspects of religion. Through this course, students will not only gain a solid
grounding in anthropological approaches to, and understandings of, religion, but also an
appreciation for the ways in which religion is connected to other parts of the social world.
Religion should not and can not be looked at in isolation. Religious (and other forms of )
belief are ultimately private and personal, yet many of its manifestations and enactments
are public. Whether through shamanic trances or the celebration of saint’s days, religion
involves public performance. Religious practices and symbols often provide an idiom for
the expression of other beliefs and claims to power and legitimacy. In other words, the
public aspect of religion is often linked to more than personal religious sentiment. In
looking at this aspect of religion, we will focus largely on one particular aspect of the
public sphere, namely the political, and how public/private interaction is structured
through it.

The course will be divided into three general sections. The first, and largest, deals
with anthropological theories of religion. We will cover a variety of topics and
approaches, encompassing traditional areas of interest to anthropologists as well as
contemporary research interests. These include: approaches to the study of religion in
anthropology from the late 19" century to the present; spirit possession and shamanism;
witchcraft; ancestor worship; revitalization movements and new religions; religion and
cognition; a brief consideration of issues of rationality and belief; and the relationship of
religion to science. The second part of the course will look at ritual as a focus of both the
private and social aspects of religion. We will examine ritual and the role of symbols in
belief systems. What is ritual? Why are they so common in belief systems? How do
rituals and symbols bridge the private and public spheres? Finally, we will also explore
the intersection of private and public in religion through an examination of the role of
religion in politics, ranging from divine kingship, through dual structures of religion and
the state such as pre-modern Tibet, and imperial court rituals.

We will draw upon case studies from various ethnographic regions as appropriate,
although the main emphases will be on Asian and Western examples.
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