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The Anthropology of Religion, Fiona Bowie

Anthropology approaches religion as an aspect of culture. Religious beliefs and
practices are important, because they are central to the ways in which we organize
our social lives. They shape our understanding of our place in the world and
determine how we relate to one another and to the rest of the natural (and
supernatural) order. The truth or falsity of religious beliefs or the authenticity or
moral worth of religious practices are seldom an issue for anthropologists, whose
main concern is to document what people think and do, rather than determine what
they ought to believe or how they should behave. An early observation in the
anthropology of religion was the extent to which religion and social structure
mirror one another. Both the French historian Fustel de Coulanges (1830-89),
drawing on classical sources, and the Scottish biblical scholar William Robertson
Smith (1846-94), who studied Semitic religions, demonstrated this coincidence in
form.!
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! The World’s Religions, 2005, General Editor: Christopher Partridge, translated into Persian by A.
Barati
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For example, nomadic peoples such as the Bedouin conceive of God in terms of a
father and use familial and pastoral imagery to describe their relationship with
God. A settled, hierarchical society, by contrast, will depict God as a monarch to
whom tribute is due, with imagery of servants and subjects honouring a supreme
ruler. These early studies influenced the French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-
1917), whose book The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1912) was
foundational for later anthropological studies of religion. Rather than seeing
religion determining social structure, Durkheim argued that religion is a projection
of society’s highest values and goals. The realm of the sacred is separated from the
profane world and made to seem both natural and obligatory. Through collective
rituals people both reaffirm their belief in supernatural beings and reinforce their
bonds with one another.
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® The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life



