1. Anthropological
Approaches

David N. Gellner

The historical development of anthropological approaches

Just what anthropology is supposed to be about has changed con-
siderably over time. The subject began in the nineteench cencury as che
search for the origins of humankind. This included looking for fossil
remains, and studying humans’ nearest animal relatives (primaces), as
well as investigating what were then taken to be the oldest surviving
human socieries. Such societies were called ‘primitive’. Today it seems a
mere historical accident chat all chese acrivities go under the label
‘anthropology’, but at the time they were all held together by a key idea,
the idea of evolution.’

The early anthropologists, like almost all the intellectuals of the
nineteenth century, were evolutionists. They thought all human societ-
ies could be arranged in order, as if on a giant historical escalator: some
societies — their own — were at the top; others — the ‘less developed’
European nations and the Asian ‘civilizations’ — were somewhere in the
middle; and some — the small-scale supposedly ‘primitive’ societies —
were at the botrom. All societies were thought to be in a process of
evolution during which they became more complex and more rational
and less simple and ‘primicive’; but some seemed to have got stuck at
lower steps of the escalator. Wirhin more advanced societies certain
social circles — especially peasants in geographically remote parts of the
country — were thought to preserve the customs and thought patterns of
earlier epochs. Children were believed to recapitulate the history of the
human race, gradually achieving adult rationality through rigorous
education. The ‘primitive’ peoples were, in exactly the same way, seen as
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children in need of firm guidance by those brought up in the ways of
‘civilizarion’.

These views of history and society received considerable support from
Darwin’s work on biological evolution, but they did not depend on it.
They predated Darwin and could indeed be held in a Christian and anri-
Darwinian manner. As such, in face, chey were an obvious justification
for missionary work and for the whole colonial enterprise. These
associations with the colonial era mean chac among intellectuals today
the theory of social evolutionism is barely respectable, whereas in
popular culture and everyday speech the theory is alive and well. (Where
the theory of biological evolution is concerned, it is the other way round:
taken for granred as a scientific fact by intellecruals, it 1s denied — at
least in the USA — by populist fundamentalists.)

Early anthropologists engaged in fierce debates over the form of the
earliest human societies: were they characterized by group marriage, for
example, or by matriarchy (women holding power over men)? (Solid
evidence for either institution has never been found.) The prehistory of
religion was also a controversial marter. Was the earliest form of
religion magic? Was it the worship of forces of nature? Was it belief in
spirics as apprehended in dreams and visions, a form of religion labelled
‘animism’? Or was it totemism, the worship by each constituent clan of
the society of its own special totem (sacred object)? There was great
fascination with ‘primitive’ society and its religion among the reading
public of the nineteenth century. For some the very difference and
strangeness of exotic practices confirmed them in the righcness of their
own ways. For others the historic continuity, which all believed in,
berween the ‘primitive’ and the ‘modern’, was a way of debunking and
undermining religion as such.

Let us start by considering two very different works: Sir James
Frazer's The Golden Bough and Emil Durkheim'’s The Elementary Forms of
Religions Life. The Golden Bough, first published in 1890 and going
through numerous editions, is a massive work. It was read very widely
and influenced writers and thinkers far beyond the narrow confines of
anthropology. It brought together examples of ritual and magic from
classical texts and all over the world. Beautifully written (though by
modern standards over-written), it saw all religion as a kind of fertilicy
magic. Frazer’s readers cannot have missed the inference that Christ too
was a kind of god-king who had to die in order to ensure the fertility of
his people. 1n later editions of the work Frazer proposed a simplistic
evolutionary schema, an expression of his confident rationalism: human
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Box 1

Durkheim’s theory of religion

Emil Durkheim (1995/1912) The Elementary Forms of Religious Life,
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of humanity’ (p. 1), and cha its essence could be more easily grasped in this
case than in the later, more complex religions. Primicive religions, he
asserted, ‘fulfill rhe same needs, play the same role, and proceed from the
same causes; therefore, they can serve juse as well ro elucidate the nature of
religious life’ (p. 3).

At the same time he had an even more ambitious aim. He believed thar
by analysing the origin of religion he was also revealing

the origin of human
thought as such. The most g

eneral categories of human chinking — space,
time, and cause and effect — are inculcated in people by society; different
societies have different versions of these

categories, which are essentially
religious.

Durkheim criticized other definitions of religion as belief in the
nacural, or belief in God or spiritual beings. The notion of the super
15 a late development and Buddhism, while definicely religious, does not
focus on a God or gods (though of course some modern intellectuals have
used precisely this Christian cricerion to argue that Buddhism is ‘really’ a
philosophy, nor a religion). Durkheim then noted thar all religions pre-

suppose a distinction berween the sacred and che profane, and advanced his
own definition:

super-
natural

A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things,
that is, to things set apare and forbidden — beliefs and practices which unite into

one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.
(p. 44)

This definition had the greac merit of giving €
=4 gving
previous approaches had taken for granted a very Christian assumption that

belief is central to religion, an assumption that does not hold good for mose

other religions. His stress on community is also particularly significant: the
social or communal functions of religion are at the heare of the Durkheimian
approach,

qual importance to practices:

Among the evolutionist anthropologists of the late nineteenth and early

ton, was particularly controversial. As new feports were
it correct interpretation.
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the places sacred to the ancestors, find stones associated wich the rotem,
strike them and collect che dust, which is believed to strengthen the clan,
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Thus Durkheim believed all societies required some khl;'i gf rcllilgior; :I(C):Lr;j
ligi tionally ¢
: secher. In the modern world religion as traditionally
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structural functionalist approach t
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religion shows, but there is certax{lly more to it: re
radically individualist and anti-social.
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An example from northern Spain may show how Durkheim's approach
does indeed have some validity in explaining a complex religion, a task chac
he himself shied away from undertaking. William Christian Jr. did field-
work in the Nansa valley in what is now Cantabria in 1968-9 and published
Person and God in a Spanish Valley in 1972. At chat time 85- 95 per cent of
the local population seill lived from agriculture. Theologically, the Virgin
Mary is a single figure, but the docerine of advocations allows thete to be
many different forms within Roman Catholicism, for example, Mary of the
Immaculate Conception, Mary of the Purification, Mary of the Sorrows, and
so on. There are also different forms associated wich different places, such as
Our Lady of Lourdes, Our Lady of Montserrat, and so on. In this way there
has developed in northern Spain a whole hierarchy of shrines which
symbolize and serve to create different social units. Ar the national level
there are shrines which symbolize the whole of Spain; these were of liccle
incerest to villagers at che time of Christian's fieldwork. The rnose impor-
tant regional shrine for the Nansa valley was called El Brezo; chis
exemplified an important principle of shrine geography, thac shrines are
very frequently to be found righ at che edge of the territory they ‘rule over’,
marking irs boundary. El Brezo is sited at the very limic of che herding area
of the catle keepers of the region. At the annual festival of El Brezo every
September there is an open air mass atcended by 15,000-20,000 people.

At a lower level there are shrines chat symbolize the unity of a whole
valley, and people from all the villages of the valley come together o
worship at its annual festival. Finally at the village level, each village has its
own shrine, often on a ridge or mountain top above. For its festival a
procession forms, the children firse, then che men, then an image of the
Virgin Mary, and finally the women, and climbs up to the shrine.

The procession forms an image of the way the social unic views itself, or s
encouraged to view ieself, as an organic whole made up distinct parts ... The
villagers for once in the year see the village as a social unit, abstracted from the
buildings and the location thar make it a geographical unit. (1989 edn, p. 70)

Yet even in the past this Durkheimian view of Roman Catholicism was
not the whole story. The church always taught a person-centred doctrine of
salvation which had nothing to do with symbolizing group solidariry.
Christian describes how, in the 1970s, this part of Cacholicism was
gradually becoming more important, and ricuals of che group less so, as a
new generation of priests began to have influence ar che village level. J

The two other great ‘founding fathers’ of social thought should be
mentioned here, though they had relatively liccle direct influence in the
formative period of anthropology and are therefore dealt wich in greater
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customs and practices should be understood in their full context and
explained in terms of the functions they fulfilled for the people of that
society. It was wholly irrelevant as far as he was concerned to invoke che
evolutionist notion of ‘survivals’ ro explain anything. Everything thac
people did was to be explained by its role in the present; even customs
that looked like leftovers from an earlier period must have a function
and thar function is the real explanation for their existence. Even more
important than this theory was Malinowski's innovative method: living
with the people to be studied, taking part in their daily activicies,
learning to speak to them in cheir own language withour the help of an
interpreter, and recording everything. This mechod came to be called
participant observation. The method and the theory went together like
hand and glove. Living in one place for an extended period was
conducive to seeing everything as connected to everything else
(Cholism’); che theory legitimated whart came to be the distinctive basis
of social and cultural anchropology: an extended period of participant
observation as an essential firse step in the career of all aspiring
anthropologists. Malinowski’s followers, who were deeply committed to
holism and participant observation, and to the rejection of ‘speculative
history’, believed themselves to be separated from the nineteenth-
century evolutionists by the gulf of Malinowski’s Revolution. That
Malinowski’s Revolution was neither as radical nor as sudden as he and
his disciples represented it in retrospect is suggested by the fact that che
appreciative preface to Malinowski’s first great monograph, Argonauts of
the Western Pacific (1922), was written by none other than the arch-
evolutionist, Sir James Frazer.®
Malinowski explained religion and science in terms of his functional-
ist theory of human needs. In a late work, he listed seven spheres within
which society muse satisfy basic human needs: metabolism, reproduc-
tion, bodily comforts, safety, movement, growth, and health.” Religion,
he argued, served to provide psychological support in the face of death.
He thought that Durkheim’s theory was overdone, but he admicted that
religion also often served to bind a community together. Magic, on the
other hand, provided psychological assurance in face of the world's
general uncerrainty. Fishing in the lagoon was highly predictable;
Trobrianders performed no magic for this. Fishing out at sea was both
dangerous and highly unpredictable: here magical ricuals were per-
formed at every step of the way in order to try and ensure a successful
trip. All his life Malinowski wrote against the Western stereotype of the
‘irrational savage’. He knew from personal experience that Trobrianders
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structures, that is, the rules and workings, of different societies and to
compare them in a scientific fashion. Different subsystems within
societies were to be analysed in cerms of their contribution to the good
functioning of the social whole. It was admirted chat somertimes certain
parts of a society might not be functioning very well, bur this was seen
as due to change introduced from the ourside. It was assumed thac the
natural state of all societies was one of smoothly functioning stability.

Radcliffe-Brown systematized the ourlook of a whole generation of
British social anthropologists. His theory became known as structural
Sunctionalism in order to distinguish it from Malinowski’s Junctionalism.
But since it was far more influencial than Malinowski’s position, it is
often — confusingly — referred rto simply as ‘functionalism’. What
Radcliffe-Brown had done was to simplify and systematize one part of
Durkheim's position and introduce it to anthropology in Britain, che
British Commonwealch, and the USA (he was for a time Professor of
Anthropology in the University of Chicago).

In the scructural functionalist view, religion was seen as the cement of
society: it was analysed so as to show how it contributed to maintaining
the social structure of the group. A classic of the genre was John
Middleton’s Lugbara Religion (see Box 2, pp. 24—7). In so far as attention
was paid to magic, it was in the context of witchcraft. The main theory
here was that an increase of witchcraft accusations was some kind of
measure of ‘social strain’: when societies were changing rapidly, chen, it
was thought, this pur stress on social relationships, which in turn led
people to accuse others of witchcraft.

The anthropological consensus which existed at least in Britain fell
apart in the very changed intellectual climate of the 1960s. Malinowski
and the structural functionalists were seen as having benefited from
colonialism and were charged wich having actively supported it. In their
monographs they ignored or minimized the role of the colonial scate:
they described societies as if they were isolated and stable over hundreds
of years (when in fact the social arrangements in question emerged only
with the advent of colonialism). Furthermore, they are supposed to have
adopted a conservative, male-oriented, and elicist viewpoint in describ-
ing local societies. Some of these charges had considerable truth, others
were exaggerated (the new generation simply replayed here Mali-
nowski's messianic rejection of evolutionist anthropology).

The analysis of religion as social cement played a major part in the
organic vision of structural functionalism. Alternative ways of studying
religious phenomena loomed large in the works which rejected the
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American theory, componential analysis, which attempred o do scien-
tific analyses of how people themselves view things, i.e. its proponents
wanted o square the circle of producing ebjective accounts of subjective
views of the world. However, their research programme never got very
far; the accounts it produced of whar a person must know to operate a
given indigenous concept were so complicated chat they appeared quite
implausible, both psychologically and culrurally. In general che task of
interpreting other people’s worldviews was seen to involve a degree of
subjective assessment thar precluded it trom counting as science. In the
British context the same change was convenrtionally described as the
move from ‘scruccure’ to ‘meaning’. The collapse of scruccural function-
alism was simultaneously a move away from seeing anthropology as a

form of science and towards conceprualizing it as more like an art or one

of the humaniscic disciplines. On the ocher hand, the method (as

opposed to the cheoretical framework) of structural funccionalism —

intensive fieldwork adopring a holistic approach in a defined context —
has survived, and has in fact become a defining fearure of social
anthropology as a discipline (see p. 22ff. below).

An associated trend was to focus more on individuals and less on what
Durkheim had called ‘social facts’. This meant looking at people less as
determined by their social background and more as autonomous actors.
This spawned the framework, found also in cognate disciplines like
sociology, known as interactionist. Here the point was to show how
social arrangements emerged from the different actions of individuals,
rather than being a facc of life thar determined those actions. This
greater interest in individuals has also led to a growth in biographical
studies and life histories.

Yet another trend was feminist anthropology. Unsurprisingly, the
majority of anthropologists had in the past been male. But even female
anthropologists often adopted a ‘male persona’, communicating mainly
with male informants and describing society from a male point of view.
Many superb ethnographies were produced which corrected this bias.
Lynn Bennetc’s Dangerous Wives and Sacred Sisters (1983) was not only a
sensitive study of the place of women in a Hindu village, but also a
superb account of village Hinduism as practised by both men and
women (see Box 3, pp. 34-9). Lila Abu-Lughod’s Veiled Sentiments
(1986) described how Bedouin women in Egypt on the one hand shared
their society’s public stoicism, showing disdain for any open display of
emotions, while, on the other hand, giving vent to feelings of loss and

anger in a culeurally sanctioned way, chrough poetry.”



DAVID N. GELLNER

y was to focus on the ways 10

( feminist anthropolog e w
e e inferior place which in on¢

which women negotiated and r(?snsted the e e e
¢ another different societies nearly always
way 0

i has come to be a major theme of a great deal of m?ie:;
e 1B his way it has come full c1rcle. from stru
amhrOPOIQgY' = thlshe dz;y of structural functionalism, r‘ehgxo(rll ;:va;
fU“Ctio“f‘llsm‘ . }elowyhow it contributed to social stability .9;] 4 on'
StUdi‘?d_ m Ofd‘ffl . Sowerful even when there were ‘ricuals of re ? 11(;, a;
y legltlr;litzfci:oﬁs n whi’ch a show of opposition o th.e;1 I:s;:i; Lilt o
i ‘

;::rri:ﬁltlejﬁ Nowadays the foclus cend;1 ;cl; itaf.; Z? kt}:i v;/g;“l oo i
permits the relatively powerless to

i g sition.
agrainst their po . - .
é)1“\nthropologists today have mostly B e ity
heir subject will never have the theoretic
chat their s

. d possibil-
that it once had. Tnstead there are a \Erle;};(;i;‘igr:g%h:;:%riifjm their
ities that anthrqpologxi;seafg ;}igstcsteof [coognmve psycho!ogy , o’t;;]erset;;
studies of rellgu_)ﬂ - hat might be called sociological hlsror? elTsa
feminism, Othe: w“:;cal orthodoxy to speak of; if IS perhap? B ;O o(ii
no longer any t 16?:; is some consensus on the L Va}lle o
Eomevg;i{ t::l(; (ﬁlzcsomé ~of the hallmarks of good ethnography.

eldw

A ma)

signed themselves to the fact

i roaches
Principal characteristics of anthropological app

pts of modern anthropology 18, as

. ~, e
One of the most important key conc ces must be

i i ¢ social practi
Iready indicated, holism, chat is, the o th? 11 conjzleaed to others
already ted in context and seen as essentially il =
S : L
mv:.néﬁ; society in question. Anthropologists must ¢ ik
ithin che ¢ : ' s —
wj:l yriculeural practices, PR a’nd POllf1§§,7_ ngfor example, as an
e }ab There can be no question of viewing religion,
peoe SN ? ial practices.
t]fiton()mous eE" e bydmh?r Sogguep for deconstruction has
‘ ernist v
: ats, as the postio isti me undet
e y; dit holistic approacklr: has c? e il
LR P : : at earhi
sweplt\ d}rodfy it would generally be acknox.vle;i]geg t exqggemted .
attack. — in its heyday, 4 .
z tionalism 1
;s as structural func . . 25 s in
works, such as  the societies they investigated. We slho 2 [c; =
0 . em o
fred SEEE0E Fp iy OWTI, m'ﬂk(?l'th;t said, most
) i ali usually 1s. aid,
an social reality il ==
1d admit that holism retains 1t validity

social sciences, the

systemic nacure
writing about ot
neater and less messy th
anthropologists today wou

5
r

ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACHES

methodological injunction. In other words, even if the social world is
not in fact organized into neatly interlocking organic wholes, ic is still
good anthropological practice to look for interconnections. Burt one
should not be surprised to find thar some values or practices within a
society are in tension with others, rather than supporting them. In facc
socicties can often live with unresolved tensions, competing values, and
problematic choices. It is the anthropologist’s job to look at religion’s
role in producing problems and tensions just as much as to analyse its
role in preserving existing power strucrures or encouraging soctal
cohesion, for example.

It should come as no surprise to learn that the key nocions of
struccural funcrionalism were the ideas of structure and function. What
these mean can best be shown by means of an example, Middleron's
Lugbara Religion (see Box 2). It examined the structure of Lugbara
society, which was provided by segmentary, patrilineal kin links,
supplemented by the continuing relationship of women to their natal
clans and by men’s relationships with their maternal kin. Middleton
showed in grear detail how the practices of Lugbara ancestor worship
function both to legitimate positions of authority wichin the scructure
and, simultaneously, to express challenges to the aurhority of a declin-
ing elder. This view, that conflice between generations was expressed in
and legitimated through ricual, was an advance on Radcliffe-Brown’s
more static views. But Middleton remained within the structural-
functionalist paradigm, as he showed when he explained the difference
between gradual and radical social change: ‘It is the distinction between
growth by regeneration and a sudden qualitative change in the structure
of a social organism’ (p. 266). Middleton is, therefore, open to the
criticisms chat are characteristically made of structural functionalises:
that he ignored or downplayed the importance of the colonial govern-
ment, of labour migration, and of Christianization, in an attempt to
produce an idealized picture of a supposedly stable and unchanging
‘traditional religion'. For instance, he never raises the historical question
whether the colonial government’s ban on feuding between lineages
meant that kin had less need to stand together and therefore that elders
had to invoke the wrath of ‘ghosts’ more often against disobedient
young men,

Such criticisms may have some force — Middleron was well aware of
them, as he makes clear in his very useful account of how he did the
research.” But they do not detract from the great richness of Middleton's
ethnography. He pays great attention to how the Lugbara view things
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and has his branch of the lineage accepted as independent. Lugbara men
may have more than one wife, and although 60% of marriages are monoga-
mous, respected elders usually do have more than one wife; closely related
lincages are often chought of as bei ng descended from different co-wives and
are named after their respective ancestresses. There is no ‘king’ or para-
mount chief, and there are no leaders ocher than these lineage elders.

The Lugbara maintain an elaborate series of shrines both outside and
within their residential compounds and houses. Most of them relate to the
cult of the dead, since ancestors have to be both worshipped and placated.
(1) The most important is the ‘external lineage ghost shrine’ which usually
consists of two flat stones, each representing one a7/ or ‘ghost’ with a third
upright stone behind which is their ‘policeman’ which receives blood from

m ! ateral line, however rich and
Idest son to eldest son, so that a man of a collateral ]le, I e
eldest s : e e
lented. cannot be the ritual leader of a setclement unless
talented,

a sacrificed animal before the two main stones, Only elders may concrol and
worship at chese shrines; nobody else is even supposed o lay eyes on them.
Nearby and associated with them are an ancestress shrine and separace
shrines for specific named ori which have sacred fig trees planted at cheir
heads. (2) The second most important is che fertiliry shrine, a flat slab
associated with ancestral power. There is one in every compound. An
oftering will be made whenever there is 2 sacrifice, but a special offering will
be made to it only if there are fears about the lack of fertility of the women
or livestock of the compound. (3) The next most imporeant are che shrines
set up beneath the granary ar the centre of cthe compound (the granary is
always built on stilts). The most important of these are the ‘internal ghost
shrines’. They are built as small houses made of five granite slabs or as
miniature hues with roofs of charch. They house the recent important dead;
more distant ancestors are in the ‘external lineage ghost shrines’.

These different types of shrine (and there are many more than can be
listed here), and the relacionships between them, cannot be understoad
except in relation to cheir social organization, and the connection is clearly
perceived by the Lugbara chemselves. One elder said to Middleton, abour a
homestead where the head was a Christian and had therefore done away with
the shrines: “These people are not real Lugbara. Have they no ancestors? Do
they not respect them? Do they not even respect their fachers while they are
alive? Whar will happen to their children if they do not respect their
fathers?’

As this suggests, the auchority of elders and of all heads of households js
a pervasive problem of Lughbara society. Ideally kinsmen should stick
together and sons should obey their fathers. In practice they often quarrel
and young men refuse to share their carnings or heed their elders’ advice.

One of the main sanctions of the elders is their ability to ‘invoke’ the o7/ to
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ht to have caused a man, or one of his
dependants, to become sick by thinking on the disobedient or immoral
behaviour of the miscreant in his secclement; the ori hears’ his complaint
and sends the sickness as a punishment. This is considered entirely right

and proper. Middleron was told:

Sometimes or7
But in many cases an elder is thoug

It is good that an elder invokes his ghosts against his disobedient ‘sons’, who do
not follow his words ... It is bad for a man to strike with his hand, or with his
spear; now the ghosts serike on his behalf . . . a client cannot invoke the ghosts;
be has no clan. But I, and that elder there . . . we have our kinsmen, and it is good

that we invoke the ghosts against our sons.

cessary to find out who has sent the
ot this the Lugbara have five different
rated by

When someone falls sick it is ne
sickness in order to effect a cure, and fc
kinds of oracle. The most common, the rubbing-stick, may be ope
the elder of the sertlement himself; the others require specialists who must
be visited elsewhere.

Middleton shows how, within a serclement where several men are vying
for leadership, there may be competing claims to have invoked the orz and
there may be disputes over which eri has in fact sent the sickness. This

happens because che ability to invoke the ori is a recognized attribute of an
elder. At the same time, however, no elder is likely to be popular and gain
support if he is continually invoking the ori to send sickness against the
members of his lincage, and so it is essential not to overuse this power. In
fact the term used to refer to the ‘righteous indignation’ wich whichan elder
invokes the or7 also means the ‘envy’ which incites a witch to cause harm to
others. Unusually, among the Lugbara only men ar¢ thought to be witches
(though women are believed to be capable of sorcery: causing harm with
medicines). In face, an clder who invokes frequently may be implicitly
accused of witchcraft, and young men sometimes openly accuse elders who
are trying to control their behaviour of being witches.

Once it has been agreed that a specific ori has sent a given sickness, an
animal is promised to the ori should the parient recover. When recovery
occurs there is a sacrifice: elders of closely related lineages attend, the elder
of the host lineage states the faces of the case, the animal is sacrificed and
portions offered to the ori, the host elder then makes a long ritual address,
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appeared entirely reasonable. A considerable literature eventually grew
up, some thirty years or more after the book was wriceen, discussing how
far all thoughc systems shared this unfalsifiable quality and whether
supposedly ‘rational’ scientific worldviews are any different. A classic
paper of this sort was wricten by a Bricish anchropologist of Nigeria,
Robin Horton: ‘African craditional thought and western science’.!! He
examined the ways in which African religions and Western science
differed from and resembled each other. He concluded that, in spite of
obvious differences, African religions are, like science, systems of
thought the point of which is ro explain, control, and predict the natural
world; the secret of science’s success in this project is that it is ‘open’
whereas traditional religious systems are ‘closed’. This was, as Horton
recognized, a controversial claim among anthropologists, who were and
are loath to accept the neo-Frazerian view that the religions of pre-
licerate societies are an inferior form of science.

Geertz's advocacy of an interprecive anthropology was, in a global
perspective, even more influencial than Evans-Pricchard’s less theorized
and more voluminous ethnography. The key idea is that what is really
important is to be able to interpret events in the way that people
themselves do (cf. p. 77). For this, a working knowledge of the local
language is usually held to be indispensable. This means thar it is less
important to count how many cattle each household owns, or to carry
out statistically quancifiable surveys or questionnaires in an attempt to
say how representative one’s conclusions are. Rather, the point is to
avoid imposing one’s own categories and agenda and to find out, and ro
manage to convey, whart distinctions and concepts and which problems
are significant to the people studied. To do this it is not enough simply
to ask, or to visit briefly: a prolonged stay, continuous contact, and deep
acquaintance are necessary. This is, of course, the point of participant
observation as pioneered by Malinowski. Geerrz goes  beyond
Malinowski, however, in insisting that all the anchropologist is doing is
advancing interpretations of events and interpretations of ‘natives’ own
interpretations. Anthropology, on his view, is really about good ethnog-

raphy: ‘theory’, such as it is, means little without the empirical case
studies which flesh it out.

Geertz introduced the term ‘thick description” into anthropology (he
took it from the philosopher, Gilbert Ryle): in order to describe what
people are doing you have to know (be able to interpret) whar they think
they are doing; you cannort stmply describe it from the outside. Ryle’s
example was a boy winking. A ‘thin description’, which paid no
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a warning, oras a ) ke che case of puja (worship :
b n take the ¢
; cal example we ca
bLe. As an anthropolog!

4 ali[t)y, and aggregation. Such rituals are frequencly symbolized as a
i s ¢ chat a person ca : ‘rebirth” or ‘new birth’: in order to acquire a new status one must first
; . escription would b : ¢
amony the JaiPs Zf 111'1 dlzjtr1:::;ndsib5§1nces (food, flowers, water) betore ‘die’ to one’s old starus and become marginal. Turner argued char in
= b 5) ace e . § . d “ « . « "
up to a statue an } chis. the observer might chen conclude (1mp.0rtfng such rituals che parcicipants, removed from their normal exclusivist and
it. On d}e ba;‘sn: thei~r’ own culture) that the person was worshlppl_ni hierarchical social roles, have a shared egalitarian expertence for which
assumprions Iro : - mine in a dialogue or prayet Wit ke coined the term ‘communitas’. Turner conceived of this in an almost
. ‘ sagaping ina dialog
the Jain saint whose srfatue it W;S:”n;n%r%)peér investigation of the context myscical way:
Cr ol N 1 ometis . ; g . h
nd asking him fors - : 5100 Wit
hklm’lf‘ nds of th%ngs normally done in Jain worship) and dls}f)m:oduce J
(the Kinds iption’ to be ;
(l erson concerned would enable a thick description tbriefpSummarY
Er Eisp would be doubtless be long and mvolv?d, but lje[in i o)
might run as follows. The worshippet wa:) rf)memd this{; world and
& . E e to be beyon
oyt . ¢. who is believed e 2
alities of the saint, P o avours to people; t
qlu‘rcf()f‘-’ i mpabk’ of communicating of granting favo o f]f)r e s .
ere ¢ _ o s
[worﬂhipper habitually carries out such a worship Wziy e ythis il v
] 2 generalized religious ‘menit’. I orderdto A iderable periods of
¥ (‘lcrstanding the anthropologist must spen cc;nm e N eiics B
R s . e By &
— in the field and, as far as possible, allow 10“(}{)_&01’ the aggressive
1me - ; 3 ¢
L ¢ the research agenda. In this way, by a(\ir(n mz.: P of
L o
- mposicion of questions set eliEEr zmd'd Oﬁtmé’found that they
T apnt observation, many anthropologists have syl
. 1D 3 & - : s = Z <
particiy e gradually led to insights when they

I have frequencly written about communiras, meaning by chis relationships
which are undifferentiated, equalitarian, direct, extant, nonrational, exis-
tencial, ‘[-Thou' (n Ludwig Feuerbach’s and Martin Buber's sense),
between definice and indefinice human idenrities. The empirical base of this
concept was to some extent my experience of friendship during the war as a
noncombarant private soldier in a British bomb-disposal unit. Bur ic was
mainly village life in Africa which convinced me chat spontaneous, immedi-
ate, concrete relationships between individuals not only were personally
rewarding bue also had theoretical relevance.'

Turner argued that communitas was at the heart of the pilgrim'’s
experience, pilgrimage being a liminoid or quasi-liminal phenomenon:
by this he meant that when on pilgrimage, as during life-crisis rituals,
people move outside the structures and roles of everyday life."” Though
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far experts
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in question. A V uent! , o
rela-tll(mship with a ‘native informant called M ,

Turner. His first work was a classi.c structural fu;jér;::sgft;izﬁlsa?t;
the dynamics of mar[mnml‘kim{l;ﬁa?ﬁ;ﬂ(ﬁ :E: Lot y o feis

' 3 -ed a series o 56 S Ao B
T.hv‘r Téfcc}r -h-;p\ii(i:cﬁr?\:u]lcd in their richness and ch?t':nl.r ,Iu:?ti; s—
s 1 .at impact because he simultaneously paid great at ¢
V‘fokS ot gr;a'tdeasl:)- indigenous religious notions — and explaine
o] C\llf}”f‘ 'llist terms. In his later works Turner threw academic
thcrrri‘olnn tl;nlt\ll:tfsivi;xd% and did not hesitate 1O make global compar-
cau s

Turner himself noted the parallel between his notion of communitas
and the ideas of the hippies:

The hippie emphasis on spontaneity, immediacy, and ‘existence’ throws
into relief one of the senses in which communitas contrasts with seruceure.
Communitas is of che now; structure is rooted in the past and extends into
the furure chrough language, law, and custom ... [Thhe collective dimen-

sions, communitas and structure, are to be found ac all stages and levels of
culrure and S()cicty.“’

Turner believed that not only hippies, but mystics, diviners, shamans,

monks, and other marginal people all have a special link to commu-
nicas.
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Unlike most anthropologists, who have tried to remain ‘methodo-
logical agnostics’ (i.e. avoiding the question of the truth of the beliefs
they study), Turner became a Roman Catholic in later life and chis
undoubtedly had an effecc on his writings. He wrote:

After many years as an agnostic and monistic materialise I learned from che
Ndembu chat ritual and its symbolism are not merely epiphenomena or
disguises of deeper social and psychological processes, but have ontological
value . . . I became convinced that religion is not merely a toy of the race’s
childhood, to be discarded at a nodal point of sciencific and technological

development, but is really at the heart of the mateer."”

Turner came to believe in a universal spiritual quest, a conception that
ocher anthropologists found problematic and question-begging. His
stress on communitas in rituals also downplayed the extent to which the
participants in life-crisis rites are subjected to painful and frightening
situations as means of marking the transition they must make.

A very different trend to Turner's humanism, and a very different
understanding of structure, was introduced by the structuralists. The
idea here was that all social life is produced by thinking human beings,

all human thought takes che form of binary oppositions. Particular

and
might not be

societies make specific characteristic associations. These
immediately apparent, but by diligent work the analyst should be able
to find them, and there was then the confident expectation that these
associations would turn up in every sphere of social action in the society
in question: in kinship, in the organization of space, in ritual, in
in politics, and in myth. The more enthusiastic supporters

cosmology,
or ‘finding the master

of the method even talked of ‘cracking the code’
key to the culeures they studied. There remained the problem of how
such a ‘key’ could be validated: did other analysts have to come up with
the same ‘key’? Did the people themselves have any say in whether chis
was the right view of their culture? Structuralist method eventually
came to be accepted as part of the social or cultural antchropologist’s
coolbox, rather than as the revelation of a faultless new scientific
method. Structuralist models came to be seen as just further 1ncer-
ations, interpretations that had to be sicuated within the structures
of power and status of the society in question. Perhaps the most
powerful scructuralist monograph, which combined ethnography, his-
and sacred texts, was Louis Dumont’s Hono Hierarchicus.'® This
m generated by the

]‘lf(’;‘t

tory,
attempted to explain caste in India as a syste
opposition of the pure to the impure. By comparing hierarchical and
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womanhood (the sacred virg

. in) and the negative )
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.
aSSO(lated W“.'h thl’ee fl)l"ls Ot the I]“ldu b’OddeSS

organizacion, social process, individual biography, and competing
incerpretations of myths and symbols, and so on. The best ethnography,
as has been suggested already, combines different approaches and
cannot be easily pigeon-holed as belonging to any one.

Ty
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Box 3

sister/daugheer mother wife/daughter-in-|
shter-in-law

no marerial benefic to
natal pacriline; confers
spiritual meric when
given away in marriage

contributes to her
husband’s patriline
by producing
offspring and

Symbolic oppositions in the Hindu perception of women
destructive of solidarity

of husband’s patriline
by luring husband
away to form separare

Lynn Bennett (1983) Dangerous Wives and Sacred Sisters, New York,

Columbia University Press

Lynn Bennert worked in a village of high-caste Parbatiya people, Bahuns working P

(Brahmans) and Chetris (Kshatriyas) by caste, not far from the Nepalese cow's milk s Bl

capital, Kathmandu. After two years of fieldwork in the early 1970s she ascetici other’s milk mensrrual blood
e reproduction -

continued to be based in Nepal, working on various aid-related projects.

the time she wrote up her work she had been in Parvaci and the gentle Devi (
the goddess) Dur
ga and other

This meant thar by

of her field site for ten years, which gave

continuous contact with the people
and comprehensiveness which is rarely

nurturing forms of the
goddess

terrible and destructive
forms of the goddess

her ethnography a depth, sensitivity,
achieved.
Bennett de
grows older. As a young, unmarried girl she is occasionall
form of the goddess; she has considerable freedom in her parents’ home; and
high in the family’s status system. When she is given away in
s to her husband’s home where she experiences a
in-law. She

scribes how a high-caste Hindu girl’s status changes as she

y worshipped as a Issues and debates

There h: ' i
< vircrixlais’ il::‘:n ; long-running debate among anthropologists over jus
A rg;l ( s ;uld ]be defined, referred to already in relationJ t(:
s see Box 1, pp. 12-15 and
el (62 Box Ly pp. 195-7). Tylor’ i
jzifiizxtwni‘ b.ehcf in spiritual beings’, has been updazed glo;s‘ daslic
inter::ﬁ:;]lg\l/qrtll as rim n]?titution consisting of culturall; pﬁirt(;nes
! teth culeurally  postulaced i
s : superhuman beings’.*! -
szxrzrs; .stre.‘es on the tmportance of ritual in imparting ﬁﬁ:damDurl
gories reappeared in Geertz’s famous essay, 'Religion : e
system’. Geertz (1973: 91) defined religion as ’ SRR

she ranks
marriage, she move
dramatic drop in status. She 1s now a young wife and daughter-
must serve her mother-in-law dutifully, do all the hardest domestic tasks,
and appear submissive and demure at all times. She will be suspected of
trying to lure her husband away from the joint family. She is necessary to
the joint family — it cannot be perpetuated without her — burt she contains
the seeds of its eventual destruction. Furthermore, any failure of proper
behaviour on her parc will threaten the good reputation of her husband’s
entire household.

On occasional visits to her natal home, a married woman reverts ¢
the daugheer or sister of the men of the household, but
a woman produces

(1) a syste j i
1(,:,8_1.}:1;?; cr)rtl z(rir:bol(sj which acts to (2) establish powerful pervasive, and
‘ ; s and motivations in men by (3) f i :
i : i y (3) formulating conceptions
general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptifns w1:15)tsl::}:

ar ura L y I y
1 a ()1 ‘J( L'lht t (5) m
lld[ tht OOdS a[ld motivations seem unig ue]

o being

a ‘consanguine’, i.e.
these visits are few and usually brief. With time
rself achieves the stacus of mother-in-law when her son
o longer an outsider in her husband's home and
incorporated into her husband’s family. In
to mediate between the positive pole of

offspring and he
marries. By chis time she isn
is now much more fully

structuralist terms she has come

When he came to explain how these ‘long-lasting

dions ; _ moods and iva-
ons are imparted, the answer was: through ricual morva
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way or not? Maurice Bloch has recently made an ambitious attemprt co
show that all religious phenomena make use of symbolic or actual
violence to conquer and domesticate fertility and vitaliry.” One can
contrast such an approach with the theory of Jack Goody that the
presence of literacy and written scriptures makes a fundamental differ-
ence, so that ‘cribal’ religions cannot be understood in the same way and
with the same conceprual framework as ‘world’ religions.”

3. Is religion an inherently or predominantly conservative force, so
that even movements which begin as some kind of protest wind up by
supporcing the status quo, or a new set of insticutional arrangements
very similar to it? Or can religion be revolutionary? If religion is not a
source of radical opposition to existing structures of power and author-
ity, is it nonetheless a resoutce for minor, everyday resistance, for
insrance, by women??’

4.  How far should one go in making the religious beliefs of others
appear sensible and rational? Is the anthropologist’s duty to approach
others’ beliefs and practices in a sympathetic spirit — to convey them as
making sense — in conflict with the fact that some religious beliefs have
to be accepted on faith because they don't make sense (as in Kierke-
gaard’s dictum ‘T believe because it is absurd’)?

5. Do religions provide culturally sanctioned outlets for whar other
cultures might consider pathological or antisocial forms of personality?
For example, is it valid to interpret the Theravada Buddhist monastic
community in Burma as ‘an institutionalized solution to the problems
of all kinds of men including those who, from a secular perspective, are
(or would become) misfits, neurotics, and failures'?”® Furthermore, do
particular religions encourage pathological stares that mighc otherwise
not be experienced by their adherents? Is it appropriate to approach
non-Western religions using Western psychological or psychoanalytical
categories at all? (See Chapter 5.)

6. Inreligions where there are scriptures, how relevant are these for
understanding what ordinary adherents of them believe? Could an
anchropologist’s prior knowledge of the scriprures actually be an imped-
iment to proper understanding?”’ How much of a gap is there berween
the religion of the specialists, who preserve the scriprures, and che
ordinary (often illiterate) lay people? Should anthropologists pay more
attention to lay people than specialists, or less?

Despite the differences between anthropologists that have been
highlighted here, all would agree that nothing can be taken for granted
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