CHAPTER ONE: BASIC RELIGIONS AND WORLD RELIGIONS
Learning Objectives
· Learn some of the features that basic religions share with world religions.

· Become acquainted with theoretical approaches to the academic study of religion.

Chapter Outline and Unit Summaries
I. Introduction: Questioning the Evolutionary Paradigm
A. The Sophistication of the Supposedly “Primitive”

B. Basic Religions Not Measured Against Other World Religions on an Evolutionary Scale

1. Beware of the biased distinction between civilized and non-civilized because elements of basic religions are found in all world religions
2. Basic religions represent the majority of the total religious experience of humankind and hence must be respectfully understood
II. Sources of Information Concerning Basic Religions 

A. Contemporary Basic Religions

1. Anthropologists visit and study peoples who still practice basic religions
2. The limits of studying contemporary basic religions
a. Human religiosity represented by contemporary basic religions might be different from past
b. The origins and developmental turns are hidden
c. Very few written sources for basic religions
B. Archaeological Study of Basic Religions of the Past

1. Twentieth century archaeology gives some clues about basic religions of the past
a. Written artifacts: scrolls, tablets, inscription materials
b. Non-written artifacts: burial sites, weapons, tools, buildings, coins
2. The limited usefulness of archaeology: artifacts subject to multiple possible interpretations
III.  Prehistoric Beginnings of Basic Religions 
A. Neanderthal Religion

1. Earliest hominid (125,000 – 30,000 B.C.E.)

2. Neanderthal burial sites suggest offerings to the gods or necessary accompaniments into the world of the dead, and/or worshipful attitude toward animals (bears)
B. Cro-Magnon Religion

1. Forerunner of Homo sapiens emerge 30,000 years ago

2. Cro-Magnon burial sites, wall paintings, and figurines

a. Burial sites suggest concern with life beyond death; corpses curled in fetal position, suggesting belief in rebirth to next life
b. Hidden wall paintings of humans hunting animals suggest efforts to predict successful hunt
c. Numerous figurines of female figures might suggest worship of a fertility goddess
C. Neolithic Religion

1. Neolithic people live from 7,000 to 3,000 B.C.E.

2. Development of agriculture as way of life allows for development in religious outlook and practice
a. Agriculture allows for stability, leisure, and rise of urban life
b. Neolithic peoples develop mythological religiosity 
c. Neolithic peoples build megaliths (giant stone monuments), possibly for religious purposes
IV.  Common Features of Basic Religions 
A. Animism

1. Belief that all of nature is alive with spirits (Latin: anima) that have feelings and can be communicated with is most common human religious experience
2. Basic Religions Tend to Worship Nature in Whole or Part

a. Stones, animals, mountains, seas, trees (almost everything on Earth!) can be object of worship 
b. Traces of animistic nature worship present in all world religions today
c. Modern deep ecology movement quasi-animistic
B. Magic

1. Attempt to control nature for the benefit of some and detriment of others
a. Line between magical coercion and religious persuasion of nature is not always clear
b. Magic might have been forerunner of religion
2. Sympathetic/imitative magic seeks to coerce nature by performing natural acts on smaller scale (e.g. Voodoo)
3. Fetish magic: an object with power to ward off evil and bring good (e.g. lucky charm)
C. Divination

1. Religious attempt to predict the future
2. Divination as decoding exercise: reading entrails of sacrificed animals, observing flight patterns of birds, casting dice or stalks
3. Shamans and prophets: person possessed by spirits capable of speaking their messages to the group
D. Taboo

1. Polynesian word tabu/tapu for acts to be avoided lest the spirit world release harmful effects
2. Holy persons, places, objects considered off limit (taboo) for ordinary person
3. Other common taboo items in basic religions: the dead, menstruating women, certain foods
E. Totems

1. Ojibwa word ototeman used to refer to the animistic sense in basic religions that humans have a kinship with other creatures and/or objects in nature
2. Tribe or clan identifies itself with characteristics of an animal, plant, or heavenly body
3. Tribe or clan treats its totem object with special devotion, respect, and veneration
F. Sacrifice

1. Most common practice in all world religions
a. Animal sacrifice is most common
b. Human sacrifice is rare; usually enemies sacrificed
2. Goals and objects of sacrifice vary greatly
a. Feeding the spirits
b. Gift to the spirit world
c. Establishing bond between humans and spirit world
G. Myth

1. Common practice by which religions attempt to express truth non-conceptually through stories of human interactions with divine
2. Myths seek to explain whys and hows of the world, humans, and the gods/spirits
3. Myths account for a community’s religious practices 
H. Rituals

1. Rituals—simple or complex—present in all religions
2. Rituals often re-enact mythologies to give devotees of a religion the opportunity to identify with the divine characters and their actions
I. Rites of Passage

1. Specific rituals designed to give religious meaning to transitional points of life: birth, puberty, marriage, death
2. Greatest attention in basic religions given to rites of passage from childhood to adulthood
a. Children often exiled from parents and group as a rite of passage into adulthood
b. Goal seems to be to initiate children into religious traditions, secrets, lore of society
J. Ancestor Veneration

1. Belief in the on-going existence of the dead is perhaps root of all religion
2. Ancestor veneration suggests fear that the dead will return to do harm to the living
a. Dead often placed under large stones or staked down to prevent return
b. Names of dead dropped from use, their houses burned, to prevent return
3. Ancestor veneration motivated also by belief the dead can benefit the living
a. Placating and pleasing dead ancestors as means to ensure benefits
b. Ancient Chinese culture had highly developed ancestor veneration for this reason
Key Names, Concepts, and Terms 

	animism
	taboo
	rites of passage

	magic
	totemism
	ancestor veneration

	divination
	mythology
	

	
	
	


Questions for Class Discussion 

1. Why is it more helpful for understanding world religions to speak of “basic” religions rather than “primitive” religions? Is there any value to retaining the term “primitive” and the evolutionary paradigm it presupposes?

2. The authors of the text frequently assert that many of the common features of basic religions are a continuing presence in contemporary religious and secular life. First, identify some of their examples. Second, suggest some possible examples of your own from both religious and secular contexts. Finally, which of the common features of basic religions do you think is the most pervasive in this culture and why?

Evaluation Questions 

Multiple Choice

1. What makes studying basic religions a challenge for scholars?

A. There are too many written sources to read and assimilate.

B. There is limited archaeological evidence for most basic religions.
C. The written records are subject to many different interpretations.

D. There are no living members of basic religions to study. 

2. How do people use magic in ancient religions?

A. To entertain children. 

B. To control nature for the good of some and detriment of others.
C. To obtain immortality.
D. All of the above

3. The ancient Chinese tradition of heating a tortoise shell and interpreting its cracks is an example of the basic concept of __________.
A. divination
B. totem
C. sacrifice
D. taboo
4. The most important archaeological evidence for understanding Cro-Magnon people is __________.
A. burial sites
B. temples
C. egaliths
D. cave paintings
5. Basic religious attitudes towards ancestors can be described as __________.
A. forgetfulness
B. dread and flattery
C. envy and jealously
D. contempt and hostility
True/False

6. Basic religions are also referred to as “primitive” because they are unsophisticated belief systems.

7. Studies of the religions of the world suggest an evolutionary process that moves from basic religions to the highly developed religions of the modern world.

8. The development of agriculture in the Neolithic period greatly influenced the evolution of religion by increasing leisure time.

9. Animists believe that only humans and other animals have spirits.
10. Human sacrifice was practiced by some religions well into the 20th century, and may still be practiced by some religions today.

11. Shamans in basic religions are believed to have the ability to predict the future.

Fill in the Blank

12. The two primary sources of information about basic religions are archaeology and __________.
13. Neolithic societies erected mysterious stone monuments known as __________.
14. The presence of animism as a religious force in contemporary human life is evidenced by the modern Deep __________ Movement.
15. Of all the rites of passage used in basic religions, the one given the most attention is the rite of passage from __________ to __________.
16. A __________ is an act, person, or place to be avoided to prevent the spirit world from releasing harmful consequences.
Matching

Match each characteristic of basic religion to the named religious activity; some characteristics will apply to more than one religious activity.

	A. rite of passage
	B. taboo
	C. divination
	D. myth


	16. marriage
	19. avoiding menstruating women

	17. interpreting the patterns of entrails
	20. birth of twins 

	18. telling the story of the sun god
	


Match each characteristic of basic religion to the named activity.
	A. ritual
	B. totem
	C. magic
	D. ancestor veneration


	21. symbolizing one’s group with an ox
	24. dancing in a circle to guarantee rain

	22. leaving food at grave sites
	25. a baptism

	23. a pilgrimage to reenact a god’s journey 
	


Essay Questions

26. What are the four most common rites of passage in basic religions? Which of them receives the most attention and why?

27. Explain the difference between the way a modern scientific society understands the word “myth” and the way it is used to describe a characteristic of basic religions.

28. Explain the connections between animism, totems, and ancestor worship.

29. What is the difference between fetishistic and imitative magic? Give an example of each type of magic.

30. Discuss the practice of sacrifice in basic religions.
Answer Key for Evaluation Questions 

Multiple Choice: 

	1. B   
	2. B
	3. A
	4. D
	5. B


True/False:

	6. False 
	7. False
	8. True
	9. False
	10. True    
	11. True


Fill in the Blank:

	12. modern basic religions 
	13. megalith 
	14. ecology
	15. child/adult 
	16. taboo


Matching:

	17. A  
	18. C  
	19. D  
	20. B  
	21. B  
	22. D  
	23. A  
	24. C  
	25. C


PAGE  
17
Copyright 2012 Pearson Education, Upper Saddle River, NJ 07458.  All Rights Reserved.


