Chapter 14: Religion en ritual

This chapter concentrates on the social notions which are associated with the contact with the sacred and the hereafter and its expression through rituals.

A first remark: a difficulty in trying to give a non-ethnocentric, comparatively defenition of certain concepts like politics, economy, nature, gender etc. is that these concepts are etic concepts because these notions have a specific meaning in our own society and in the antropological vocabulary, but not necesseraly in other societies. 

This is also the problem with the concepts used to define the core-concept religion

Second remark: how to define religion? = disagreement about what religion is
Taylor: beliefs in supernatural beings. -> remark: what is supernatural?
Durkheim: every society makes a distinction between the sacred and the profane. Religion belongs to the sacred + what is the function of religion? = creating solidarity and integration through rituals and collective representations. 

Statement: at its most profound (=diepgaand) level religion is worshipping society itself -> this view also has its problems, it’s functionalist (!) (= it does not give an explanation why religion exists)

Geertz: religion is a cultural system

· Definition: confer P211

· To do = working hermeneutic and interpretative

1. explore what religion means to people = how does it makes sense to the world, how does it gives meaning and direction to human existence
2. study religion itself not its social causes = how does the world and human existence appear meaningful to the believer

Conclusion: Evans-Pritchard did a good job with the Nuer religion!

Geertz and Evans-Pritchard stand for a shift in perspective

Until 1960 the interest was: function, structure and social integration

From the sixties on: interpretation of meaning, symbols and social process

Seperated Remark: Is understandig religion compatible with believing?

Alasdair Macintyre (Philosopher, 1970) asked the question; his answer = no, because religion is to be understood in sociological and logical terms, which is a different kind of thought then the thoughts of a believer + the social context of modernity is incompatible with religious faith, because it is based on secular form of thought.

BUT Victor Turner, Mary Douglas and EE Evans-Pritchard = Catholics !!

ORAL AND WRITTEN RELIGIONS

The distinction between oral and written religions has a bearing on other aspects of society.

* Written religions or religions of the book 

= linked to a sacred text or collection of texts; the content of the religion is linked to the text and can therefor be disseminated (=verspreid zijn) throughout the world

= religions of conversion

= tend to be exclusive and do not accept ‘syncretism’

! not all written religions do fullfil this pattern fully! (Vb Hinduism and Buddhism)

* Oral religions (characteristically studied by antropologists) 

= locally confined

= gods are frequently physically associated with reverd places in the tribal area

= embedded in the social practices of society <-> written ones = often more detached from social institutions (= not an absolute distinction)

Another distinction concers little and great traditions

-> Robert Redfield argues: in many societies different strains and logic of religion and knowledge exist side by side; radically different traditions but often interrelated. Thus the same indiviuals believe simultaniously in great and little traditions
Examples confer P212 + 213

THUS oral religions are characterised by local relevance, relative lack of dogma, thight integration with non-religious domains

Example: an oral religion in Africa (P213) = the Kaguru

THE AFTERLIFE

All existent religions deal with death and try to reconcile life and death

Written religions -> rather depict the afterlife in more abstract terms

Oral religions -> tend to be more concrete

Notions of afterlife (abstract or concrete) give an impression of continuity and demystify death

Remark: there are people who do not believe in afterlife = widespread in the most individualistic types of society = hunters and gatherers + modern industrial and post-industrial societies

THE LOGIC OF ANCESTRAL CULTS

Attention given to ancestors and ancestral spirits deals with the problem of continuity; Ancestral cults makes the distinction between living humans and ancestral spirits fade out -> the boundary between life and death disappears in this scheme, instead you get a more gradual transition to another phase. (Living people become more wiser, ‘drier’ and less mobile the older they become; Thus ancestors = extremely wise, dry & immobile persons)

Ancestral respect has a politically legitimating and socially stabilising effect. Explain?

Politics become conservative => ancestors showed the way, elders are intermediaries and younger ones have to listen and obey. (rituals are re-creations of the past intented to please encestral spirits by showing that one is faithful to the values and practices taught by the elders (= Robin Horton))

Belief in ancestral spirits may mitigate (= verlichten) the rupturing effects of a death of a ruler. 

THUS religion (like other kinds of ideology (!!)) simultaniously legitimates a political order and provides a meaningful world view.

This way ot thinking = Adding a political dimension to Geertz cultural definition of religion, which may lend some support to Marx’ famous statement that religion is the oppiate of the people = Marx meant = religion functioned as a drug and diverted interest from the real political issues 

Following = The interrelationship between cultural aspects of religion and its social and political dimensions

RITUAL: RELIGION IN PRACTICE

Rituals are largely directed towards existential problems (dramatising and articulating them)

Ritual = defined as the social aspect of religion

Rituals = rule-bound public events which thematise the relationship between earthly and spiritual realms

Antropologicaly trying to understand ritual

· Early structural-functionalist -> rituals = manifestations of society worship itself

· A antropological perspective: rituals simultaniously legitimate power and give the particpants strond emotional experiences

·  Another perspective: rituals give an opportunity to reflect upon society and ones role in it

· Victor Turner: multivocality and ambiguity of ritual symbols

(!!) Rituals can be seen as a synthesis of several important levels of social reality: the symbolic and the social, the individual and the collective + it usually brings out contradictions in society.

RITUALS AND INTEGRATION

Max Gluckman -> rituals of rebellion

= these rituals = functional => they transform conflicts in a harmless direction. But strong experiences on the part of the particpants are necessary for the ritual to be possible. Thus there is an interaction between individual motivations and societal functions. (examples in the book can bring enlightment p. 216)

Roy Rappaport -> looks for the functional aspect

-> a statistical correlation between ecological pressure and ritual activity

= made clear by an example of the Tsembaga (P 217) which is to make clear that there is a functional link between war activities and the ritual cycle of the Tsembaga

<-> the classic problems of functionalist explanation (= no explanation why these rituals exist)

Edmund Leach <-> functionalist

Rituals among the Kachin brought imbalance and dissension (=tweedracht) => eat your hart out functionalists!

Seperated remark: Edmund Leach Political systems of Highland Burma

= this book was an attack on the dominant view that societies were well integrated and stable and that myths and ideology strengthened that stability

+ 

a later attack on the exaggerated interest in ethnographic butterfly collecting at the expence of theoretical development. 

Leach had a life-long dialogue with Lévi-Strauss and structuralism (regarded it with scepticism and admiration)

IDEOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL AMBIGUITIES

Leach -> the spiritual world is construed as a mirror-image of society. Rituals = indirect and oblique ways of talking about society;
+ there is an intrinsic relationship between myths and rituals => rituals dramatise the myths

BUT myths among the Kachin are ambiguous -> they can be told in different ways 

This ambiguity does not create social stability; there are fundamental inconsistencies within the ritual system => they are an eternal source of tension <-> Durkheim & Malinowski 

Leach: myths and rituals encourage a lack of stability => they offer themselfs to conflicting interpretations

Bruce Kapferer -> rituals enable the particpants to see the world more clearly and to reflect on their own position in it. For this to be possible they must be able to move to and fro between the ritual, spiritual context and the everyday context. Paradox : patient, relatives and first row spectators are too immersed in the event. The audience furthest away form the center is best able to cary out this reflection.

His analysis of the Balinese cockfight = different from Geertz

Kapferer -> central spectators fully understand all the symbolic nuances <-> Geertz : the central ones are too deeply immersed

Conclusion: Rappaport, Leach, Kapferer and Geertz all agree that ritual is an oblique, indirect way of making complex statements with a strong ideological dimension about society.  

THE MULTIVOCALITY OF SYMBOLS

The use of symbols is central to rituals, THUS studies of ritual symbols must investigate which symbols are used, but must also look into their mutual relationship and their meaning.

Many symbols = ambigious -> Victor Turner = multivocal = several meanings can be read. 

Dominant symbols -> characteristics

1. they are condensed = many different phenomena are given a common expression

2. they amount to (= gelijk staan met / neerkomen op) a fusion of divergent meanings

3. They entail a polarisation of meaning
at one pole -> expression of meaning to do with social and political order of society
the other pole -> physiological and biological meanings are expressed (+ emotional meanings)

Symbols have to be multivocal / ambigious to create solidarity (Turner)

=> persons are different THUS symbols must be capable of meaning different things to different people.

Ritual symbols must speak both about politics and about existential or emotional cravings (Turner)

= If symbols are to be effective they must be capable of fusing personal experience with political legitimation

THE INHERENT COMPLEXITY OF RITUAL

Maurice Bloch & the changing significance of circumcision rituals in madagascar (pp. 221-223)

= a largely structuralist analysis of the symbolism of the ritual; a multi-layerd analysis 

= a detailed analysis of the symbolic an social elements of the ritual process and its changing hitorical significance, which shows that ritual is not determined by an easily intelligible (= verstaanbaar) set of factors.

Bloch expresses dissatisfaction with the conventional antropological approaches to ritual. 

1. various functionalist explanations are inadequate (confer earlier given reasons -> no explanation why the exist)

2. intellectualist and symbolist view (= Geertz + E. Pritchard) fail to place the beliefs and rituals in a proper social context

Rituals are = events that combine the properties of statements and actions 

Schechner proposes a continuum where theatre represents entertainment and the ritual efficacy (=doeltreffendheid) => it’s not always easy to distinguish between theatratical and ritual performances

Seperated Remark: An Actor-centred perspective on ritual

Leach 

Rituals = an aspect of culturally standardised actions. 


= the expressive, symbolic aspect of a conventional act (= everything which is not goal-directed) 

+ ritual-acts do not necessarily take place in what we think of as ritual contexts.

Leach focusses not only on ths social framework but also on the ritual institutions & the act itself

POLITICAL RITUAL IN STATE SOCIETIES

Bloch -> analysed the ideological dimension of ritual
= rituals and ritual symbolism have to be ambiguous because they are representations of a social world that is contradictionridden (= point shared with other antropologists). The message of ideology = by its very nature in contradiction with human experience in the world => the message of ideology cannot be maintaind as a statement. (this makes sence if you do not forget that) Ideology always simplifies and imposes hierarchy and a particular social order.
In situations of social transformation, rituals belonging to the former social order may be reproduced, although their meaning may change, in order to give an impression of legitimacy. (Kertzer)

RITUALS OF MODERNITY: SPORTS

Ritual is frequently seen as ‘encated religion’, BUT Geertz’ interpretation of the Balinese cockfight, concentrates on an enterly secular ritual. The most important rituals in the contemporary world are arguably those to do with sports. Common to most studies of footbal is a concern with the forms of social identity. Eduardo Archetti has analysed the game as a celebration of masculinity and the star players as religious icons.... (further examples confer p 225)

CONCLUSION: Meaning is use

Religious as wel as other knowledge becomes important to people only when it can be used for something, when it is connected with their experience. THUS rituals dramatise the rather abstract tenets of religion, render the content concrete and recognisable, link it to experience and legitimate the social and political order. Different kinds of knowledge (e.g. Bibble and scientific theory of evolution) are made relevant in different situations. It does not necessarily lead to a practical contradiction as long as the two bodies of thought are kept in separate realms.

The study of religion cannot happen without fieldwork. Because of fieldwordk it is shown that it is fully possible to hold notions which are contradictory in theory. But apperently different kinds of knowledge are used in different kinds of situations and as alond as they are not confronted in the same situation they may easily coexist in the mind of one person.

