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the	next	few	pages	is	not	to	ask	you	to	question	your	own	beliefs	or	religion,	but	instead	to	allow	
you	to	see	the	universalism	of	religion	in	humanity,	and	at	the	same	time	explore	the	diversity	of	
belief	systems	in	different	cultures.

At	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 expression	 of	 religious	 behavior	 is	 ritual.	 	 A	 ritual	 is	 a	 ceremonial	 act	
or	performance	of	any	formal	repetitive	behavior.	By	our	definition,	brushing	your	teeth	every	
morning	might	be	a	habit,	but	it	 is	not	a	ritual.	 	Rituals	are	not	necessarily	religious;	there	are	
many	examples	of	ritual	in	our	culture	that	have	no	direct	religious	significance,	e.g.,	when	you	
completed	high	school	what	kind	of	 ritual	was	performed	 in	your	honor?	 	Every	year	colleges	
and	 high	 schools	 perform	 commencement	 ceremonies	 to	 commemorate	 the	 hard	 work	 and	
achievements	of	their	students.		However,	in	religions	around	the	world,	rituals	are	very	important	
in	religious	activity,	and	many	of	them	involve	physical	movement.		In	fact,	ritual	has	been	called	
“religion	in	action”	and	is	a	means	by	which	people	relate	to	the	supernatural.	

Origins.	 	 So,	where	and	when	did	 religion	originate?	 	Well,	while	 there	are	many	 theories	
offering	explanations	to	this	question,	these	explanations	are	only	speculative.		There	are	theories	
that	religion	developed	as	part	of	the	evolving	mind.		Another	theory	suggests	that	religion	as	
behavior	 increased	group	 solidarity	 and	 thus	 the	 chance	 for	 greater	 group	 survival.	 	A	 recent	
theory	suggests	that	religion	is	a	human	cultural	expression	that	can	be	found	in	such	primate	
traits	as	compassion	and	caring.		The	origins	of	religion	is	an	interesting	question	and	perhaps	may	
never	be	fully	explained;	however,	it	certainly	attracts	a	lot	of	attention	and	will	continue	to	do	so	
as	it	represents	the	larger	ongoing	debate	in	our	culture	and	many	others	on	the	intersection	of	
belief	and	science.		But	religion	does	seem	to	offer	several	benefits	in	function	and	effect	that	are	
critical	to	society.		We’ll	present	some	of	these	later	on	in	this	reading.			

We	will	now	move	on	to	the	different	elements	of	religion	that	are	found,	in	one	shape	or	
another,	 in	 all	 human	 cultures,	 past	 and	 present,	 including	 behavior,	 sacred	 knowledge,	 and	
materials.		As	we	explore	these	different	elements,	you	should	be	able	to	start	to	understand	how	
and	why	religion	is	such	a	complex	human	behavior	as	well	as	central	to	conflicts	worldwide.

All	religions	share	some	of	the	same	elements	or	components	that	relate	to	beliefs,	behaviors,	
and	entities.		The	next	few	paragraphs	will	describe	some	of	those	components	that	most,	if	not	
all,	religions	share	such	as	gods,	spirits,	sacred	land,	magic,	taboos,	etc.

Supernatural	 Agents.	 	 All	 religions	 contain	 supernatural	 agents.		
Religions	are	 like	a	 smorgasbord,	 they	will	 contain	different	 types	of	
agents,	 some	 more	 institutionalized	 than	 others.	 	 Each	 culture	 may	
also	 borrow	 from	 other	 cultures	 religious	 beliefs	 and	 gods.	 	 Even	
folk	 traditions	 that	 are	 a	 legacy	 of	 past	 generations	 and	 different	
circumstances	are	sometimes	shared.		Look	at	our	culture,	a	majority	
of	 us	 profess	 a	 belief	 in	 one	God,	 some	of	 us	 believe	 in	 ghosts,	we	
celebrate	a	day	of	witches	and	goblins,	and	some	of	us	believe	in	extra-
terrestrials.
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Perhaps	 the	 most	 basic	 of	 any	 religion	 is	 the	 human	 interest	 in	 controlling	 things	 that	
they	 otherwise	 would	 have	 no	 control	 over.	 	 A	 way	 to	 do	 that	 is	 through	 appealing	 to	 or	
connecting	with	a	supernatural	entity	that	would	have	the	power	to	control	the	uncontrollable.		
They	 can	 be	 categorized	 as	 either	 of	 nonhuman	 origin	 or	 as	 of	 human	 origin.	 	 There	 are	
three	 main	 supernatural	 beings	 that	 we	 will	 discuss:	 	 gods,	 spirits,	 and	 ancestors/ghosts.

In	religions	of	monotheism	(one	god)	or	polytheism	(many	gods),	a	god	or	gods	are	considered	
to	be	the	most	powerful	forces	of	religious	life.		Gods	are	named	entities	that	were	never	human,	
although	 they	 are	 often	 thought	 of	 in	 the	 image	 of	 a	 person.	 	 An	 example	 of	 polytheism	 is	
the	Greek	 gods,	 each	 controlling	his	 or	 her	own	 realm	 such	as	 the	heavens	 for	 Zeus	 and	 the	
underworld	for	Hades.		Monotheism	on	the	other	hand,	is	the	belief	in	a	single	all-powerful	god.		
In	both	monotheism	and	polytheism,	gods	may	dabble	in	and	out	of	human	affairs,	or	may	not	
be	interested	in	humans	at	all.

Spirits	are	supernatural	entities	that	are	of	nonhuman	origin	with	less	power	than	gods,	and	
may	be	thought	of	as	either	good	or	evil.		Good	spirits	may	be	considered	guardians	to	humans.	
Think	of	Native	American	folklore	where	many	describe	the	need	to	find	their	spirit	guides	during	
a	 spirit	quest	 so	 that	 the	guide	can	protect	 them	during	events	 like	war.	 	On	 the	other	hand,	
evil	 or	malevolent	 spirits	 find	 pleasure	 in	wreaking	 havoc	 on	 humans	whenever	 they	 get	 the	
chance.		In	many	cultures,	certain	forms	of	bad	luck	are	attributed	to	mischievous	or	malevolent	
spirits.		For	both	types	of	spirits,	certain	rituals	might	be	necessary	to	appeal	to	spirits	or	to	calm	
them	if	they	become	angry.		For	example,	in	the	Ryukyuan	Islands,	also	known	as	Okinawa	Japan,	
indigenous	beliefs	often	assert	that	if	specific	annual	harvest	rituals	are	not	properly	performed	
during	certain	times	of	the	year,	angry	spirits	will	wreak	havoc	on	the	entire	crop.	Whether	natural	
disasters	such	as	a	monsoon,	tsunami,	fire,	pests,	or	disease,	the	spirits	should	be	treated	with	
the	upmost	 respect	 to	prevent	 total	 crop	devastation.	When	 these	disasters	do	occur,	 special	
rituals	and	offerings	may	aid	in	the	calming	and	appeasing	of	the	spirits	in	order	to	prevent	future	
occurrences.

The	last	types	of	supernatural	beings	are	the	ones	of	human	origin.		Ghosts	are	supernatural	
entities	that	were	once	human.		Ancestor	spirits	are	the	ghosts	of	dead	relatives.		Belief	in	ghosts	
is	a	universal	concept	and	is	supported	by	the	common	notion	that	individuals	are	made	up	of	two	
connected	parts,	a	physical	body	and	a	spiritual	or	mental	component.	Belief	in	ancestor	spirits	
plays	a	very	important	role	in	many	Asian	cultures	such	as	traditional	China.		Boys	of	traditional	
Chinese	descent	were	greatly	indebted	to	their	parents	for	life.		So,	it	is	important	for	boys	to	be	
obedient	during	childhood	and	it	is	their	responsibility	to	take	care	of	their	parent’s	in	old	age.		
Upon	the	death	of	the	parents,	males	are	responsible	for	making	offerings	during	special	events	
such	as	birthdays	and	holidays.		The	belief	in	ancestor	spirits	is	most	prominent	in	descent-based	
groups	like	traditional	China.		This	belief	provides	a	strong	sense	of	continuity	so	that	even	after	
death,	relatives	are	still	closely	connected	to	one	another.



                       Air and Space Studies 400120

What	is	Taboo?	 	Taboo	means	people,	places	or	things	that	are	off	limits	to	some	or	many	
of	a	culture	because	it	is	accepted	that	they	can	cause	harm	to	an	individual.	Therefore,	things	
that	are	taboo	should	be	avoided.	For	instance,	both	the	Jewish	and	Muslim	faiths	depict	pork	as	
taboo.	So,	observers	of	this	belief	refrain	from	eating	or	preparing	meals	that	contain	pork.	There	
are	many	reasons	suggested	for	this	taboo,	including	divine	word,	but	as	well	it	is	also	thought	
that	eating	undercooked	pork	caused	disease	and	this	may	have	prompted	the	taboo	for	ancient	
Jews,	 or	 that	 pigs	 and	 humans	 shared	 similar	 ecosystems	 and	 competed	 for	 same	 resources.

Sacred	Places.		Some	cultures	may	consider	entering	certain	sacred	places	as	taboo.	Specific	
places	such	as	rivers,	lakes,	islands,	forests,	caves,	and	especially	mountains	are	typical	sites	that	

many	might	believe	to	be	sacred.	Mountains	are	
very	 common	 sacred	 places	 for	 religions	
throughout	 the	 world.	 For	 example,	 there	 are	
three	 mountains	 that	 Christian,	 Muslim,	 and	
Jewish	 faiths	 all	 believe	 to	 be	 sacred.	 Mount	
Ararat	 in	 the	 Caucasus	 Mountain	 Range	 that	
divides	Russia	and	Turkey	is	supposed	to	be	the	
site	 where	 Noah	 landed	 after	 the	 Great	 Flood.	
Mount	Horeb	in	the	Sinai	Desert	is	believed	to	be	
where	 Moses	 received	 instructions	 for	 the	 Ten	
Commandments.	Lastly,	Mount	Zion	is	supposed	

to	be	the	location	in	which	Solomon	was	ordered	to	build	the	Great	Temple,	and	is	also	where	an	
important	Muslim	mosque	is	now	located.

Magic.		Some	religions	incorporate	the	use	of	magic	in	their	regular	practices.	Magic	is	not	a	
separate	behavior	or	belief;	it	is	part	of	the	culture’s	belief	system.		Magic	requires	using	special	
ritual	techniques	that	compel	supernatural	entities	to	act	 in	a	certain	way.	What	do	you	think	
of	when	you	hear	the	work	“magic”?	You	probably	 imagine	a	man	in	a	black	suit	with	a	cape,	
sawing	a	woman	in	half	on	a	stage	in	front	of	an	audience	of	children.	The	truth	is	that	magic	has	
been	used	for	thousands	of	years	by	many	cultures	for	more	practical	reasons.	Many	societies	
use	magic	in	order	to	manipulate	crop	or	hunting	outcomes	or	even	to	prevent	or	treat	certain	
illnesses.		Magic	is	also	incorporated	into	American	society	as	well.	I	am	sure	that	we	have	all	seen	
the	horoscope	section	in	our	weekly	newspaper,	and	ads	like	1-900-PSYCHIC,	but	magic	exists	in	
more	everyday	practices	too.	How	about	a	baseball	game,	do	you	think	the	“good	luck”	gesturing	
that	the	pitcher	does	before	a	pitch	helps	strike	out	the	batter?	How	about	throwing	a	pinch	of	
salt	over	your	shoulder,	or	avoiding	black	cats	or	breaking	mirrors?	Magic	 is	that	supernatural	
force	attributed	to	consequences	of	all	of	the	above	actions.

Religious	Specialists.	 	All	 religions	 seem	to	have	people	who	serve	as	 specialists	 to	aid	or	
direct	the	religious	life	of	the	culture.		When	dealing	with	religion	and	magic,	certain	specialists	
are	incorporated	to	perform	rituals,	appease	gods,	to	help	prevent	disasters,	and	so	on.	These	
experts	 lead	 religious	 activities	 and	 act	 as	 mediators	 between	 humans	 and	 the	 supernatural	
world.	
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Priests	and	priestesses	are	religious	practitioners	that	work	on	behalf	of	their	community	to	
appeal	to	the	gods.	Priests	typically	have	very	high	status	in	their	community	and	often	endure	
very	intense	training	to	master	their	position.	They	are	responsible	for	performing	very	specific	
rites	and	rituals	and	their	memorization	of	the	specific	details	of	each	rite	is	essential.

A	shaman	is	a	practitioner	that	uses	altered	states	of	consciousness	to	contact	and	appeal	to	
spirits	in	order	to	help	or	heal	others.	Often	shaman	use	healing	techniques	to	help	community	
members,	or	 they	perform	rituals	 to	protect	 their	 clients	 from	harm.	Shamans	often	 report	a	
“calling”	to	become	such	a	practitioner	and	usually	their	training	takes	several	years.

Mediums	 are	 religious	 practitioners	 who	 are	 charged	 with	 helping	 others	 by	 direct	
communication	with	spirits.	Many	mediums	do	this	by	becoming	possessed	with	the	spirits	that	
they	are	contacting.	Some	researchers	consider	mediums	 to	be	a	subcategory	of	 shaman	and	
their	 categorization	 is	 still	 debated.	Mediums	 tend	 to	be	 female,	usually	part-time,	 and	often	
work	for	a	fee.	Their	communication	with	spirits	is	often	accompanied	by	tremors	or	convulsions.

Sorcerers	and	witches	are	practitioners	who	are	typically	considered	to	use	magic	to	perform	
malevolent	 acts	 on	 others.	 Unlike	 Harry	 Potter,	 sorcerers	 are	 usually	 feared	 because	 of	 their	
ability	to	cause	harm.	In	some	societies,	suspected	sorcerers	or	witches	are	killed	to	protect	the	
well	being	of	the	rest	of	society.	An	example	of	this	is	the	Salem,	Massachusetts	witch	trials	where	
200	people,	innocent	of	any	crime,	were	arrested	in	1692.	A	total	of	20	people	were	convicted	
and	killed	for	practicing	witchcraft.	Another	example	of	witchcraft	is	the	Navajo	Native	American	
Indians	who	believe	 in	 several	 types	of	witchcraft.	Witchery	 is	believed	 to	be	 the	practices	of	
witches	who	gather	at	night	to	practice	cannibalism	and	harm	others	from	a	distance.	Sorcerers	
are	said	to	cast	spells	on	individuals	using	discarded	belongings	such	a	scraps	of	clothing,	hair,	or	
fingernails.	Wizards,	on	the	other	hand	are	believed	to	kill	people	by	injecting	a	cursed	substance	
into	a	victim’s	body,	such	as	the	tooth	of	a	dead	person.		Because	accusations	of	witchcraft	are	
taken	very	seriously,	people	attempt	to	behave	in	a	manner	that	would	eliminate	their	chances	
of	being	accused.	Precautions	may	 include	sharing	wealth,	because	excessive	wealth	could	be	
construed	as	witchcraft;	 taking	care	of	elders	because	 it	 is	believed	 that	elders	may	 turn	 into	
witches	if	neglected;	and	following	leaders	because	they	are	thought	to	be	witches.

Rituals.		As	we	said	at	the	beginning	of	this	reading,	ritual	is	important	in	religious	activity,	but	
we	should	also	point	out	that	they	serve	very	important	social	purposes.		First	of	all,	they	provide	
acknowledgment	and	the	marking	of	special	events	such	as	births,	deaths,	or	achievements.		Next,	
rituals	strengthen	community	ties	and	social	belonging.		Last,	rituals	allow	groups	to	express	their	
emotions	such	as	pride,	excitement,	and	sorrow	and	thereby	reducing	social	tensions.		Ritual	also	
provides	for	the	lessening	of	individual	suffering	and	grief.

Rites	of	passage.		One	common	type	of	ritual	is	a	rite	of	passage.	Rites	of	passage	are	rituals	
that	indicate	a	significant	stage	in	a	person’s	life.		Anthropologist	Arnold	van	Gennep’s	work	on	
rites	of	passage	explains	that	they	help	people	cope	with	important	social	transitions	like	births,	
deaths,	marriages,	and	work.	Let’s	use	basic	military	training	as	our	example	of	a	rite	of	passage.
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Van	 Gennep	 identified	 three	 stages	 of	 rites	 of	 passage—separation,	 transition,	 and	
incorporation.	Separation	is	the	first	stage	and	is	marked	by	the	ritualized	removal	of	the	individual	
from	everyday	activities.	For	example,	when	a	person	joins	the	military	they	are,	for	a	short	time,	
separated	 from	the	rest	of	society	 to	 focus	exclusively	on	training.	 	Transition	 is	 the	period	of	
isolation	when	the	 individual	 is	between	two	states,	not	completely	here	or	there.	This	phase	
can	be	illustrated	by	the	“trainee”	status	held	by	those	going	through	military	training.		Finally,	
incorporation	is	the	formal	re-admittance	to	society	with	the	acceptance	of	the	individual’s	new	
social	status.	This	is	often	marked	by	a		graduation	ceremony	where	the	individuals	are	introduced	
into	society	with	their	new	status.		Rites	of	passage	are	important	to	many	cultures,	as	they	mark	
major	social	transitions	for	the	individual	in	the	lifecycle	of	the	culture.

Let’s	look	at	the	elaborate	rites	of	passage	performed	by	the	Masai	tribe	of	East	Africa.	The	
Masai	are	one	of	 the	most	well	 known	African	 tribes	due	 to	 their	unique	customs	and	dress.	
Rites	 of	 passage	 are	 extremely	 important	 in	Masai	 culture,	 and	 age	 sets	 are	 central	 to	 these	
rituals.	Men	born	within	the	same	4-year	time	span	belong	to	the	same	age	set	and	move	through	
transitional	periods	of	their	lives	together	as	a	group.		The	first	ritual	experienced	by	young	Masai	
boys	is	called	Enkipaata,	and	occurs	when	the	boys	are	around	14	to	16	years	old.	The	initiates	
travel	around	their	land	for	4	months	to	announce	the	formation	of	their	new	age-set	while	some	
30-40	houses	are	built	especially	for	the	purpose	of	holding	the		initiation	ritual.	The	ceremony	
involves	ritualistic	dancing	and	once	completed,	the	boys	are	ready	for	the	most	important	ritual,	
the	circumcision	or	Emuratare.		

A	circumcision	ceremony	is	an	important	rite	of	passage	for	both	girls	and	boys	of	the	Masai	
society,	although	due	to	increased	international	awareness	of	female	circumcision	many	young	
Masai	women	no	longer	undergo	the	procedure.	But	for	boys,	it	is	the	only	way	that	they	may	
become	warriors.	Before	the	ceremony,	the	initiates	must	prove	to	the	community	that	they	are	
worthy	to	become	adults	by	doing	tasks	such	as	carrying	a	heavy	spear	and	herding	a	large	herd	
of	livestock.	The	initiate	must	spend	7	days	herding	livestock	and	on	the	8th	day	he	undergoes	the	
circumcision	without	anesthesia.		He	must	not	flinch	or	show	any	sign	of	responding	to	the	intense	
pain.	Afterwards,	the	initiate	assumes	his	role	as	a	man	and	accepts	the	duties	associated	with	his	
new	status.	Other	rites	of	passage	are	used	to	celebrate	the	individual’s	major	life	moments,	but	
none	as	important	as	the	Emuratare.

Some	 functions	 of	 Religion.	 	 Religion	 serves	 many	 functions	 for	 society.	 It	 explains	 the	
unknown	and	provides	meaning	for	individuals.	This	reduces	fears	and	anxieties	that	many	people	

have,	 and	 provides	 them	 with	 hope	 and	 inspiration.	
Furthermore,	religion	functions	as	a	playbook	of	conduct	
and	behavior.	Concepts	of	good	and	evil,	and	right	and	
wrong	are	 the	buildingblocks	of	how	people	choose	 to	
act.	 This	 is	 a	 powerful	 way	 of	 controlling	 people’s	
behavior	 and	 beliefs	 and	 what	 beliefs	 and	 values	 they	
instill	in	their	children.
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The	functions	of	religion	also	involve	the	culture	as	a	whole.		Religion	can	serve	as	a	guide,	or	
in	extreme	cases	a	control	agent,	for	conduct	and	behavior	of	society.		Religion	is	sometimes	used	
as	a	“weapon”	against	others	such	as	in	jihad	or	other	extreme	movements.	Religion	can	also	alter	
society	in	periods	of	social	or	environmental	crises	by	acting	as	a	motivating	or	controlling	force.		

Jihad	is	a	very	commonly	used	concept	and	many	in	the	United	States	link	terrorism	to	jihad	
and	to	Islam.		In	Islam,	jihad	is	a	duty	that	may	be	fulfilled	in	four	ways:		by	the	heart,	the	tongue,	
the	hand,	or	the	sword.	The	first	way	(known	as	the	“greater	jihad”)	involves	struggling	against	evil	
desires	of	the	flesh.	The	ways	of	the	tongue	and	hand	call	for	verbal	defense	and	right	actions.	The	
jihad	of	the	sword	involves	waging	war	against	enemies	of	Islam.	Believers	contend	that	those	who	
die	in	combat	become	martyrs	and	are	guaranteed	a	place	in	paradise.	In	the	twentieth	and	twenty-
first	centuries	the	concept	of	jihad	has	sometimes	been	used	as	an	ideological	weapon	in	the	effort	
to	combat	Western	influences	and	secular	governments	and	to	establish	an	ideal	Islamic	society.

An	example	of	how	religion	can	revolutionize	social	structure,	revitalization	movements	are	
radical	 social	 and	 cultural	 changes	 that	 occur	 when	 religious	 leaders	 emerge	 during	 times	 of	
social	disruption	and	despair	to	reorder	or	revitalize	a	society.		Religious	cults	such	as	the	Branch	
Davidians	 in	 Waco,	 Texas	 or	 the	 Cargo	 Cult	 in	 Melanesia	 are	 good	 examples	 of	 revitalization	
movements.

Religion	works	to	“get”	inside	people	and	mobilize	their	emotions.		People	can	feel	a	deep	
sense	of	collective	“effervescence”	that	springs	from	religion,	which	is	often	displayed	through	
intense	feelings	or	emotions	including	joy,	meaning,	communion,	and	commitment.		Effective	and	
charismatic	leaders	can	channel	those	emotions	for	calls	for	action.		Religious	fervor	has	inspired	
Christian	crusades	against	the	infidels,	while	Muslims	have	waged	holy	wars	against	non-Islamic	
people.		Throughout	history,	political	leaders	have	used	religion	to	promote	and	justify	their	views	
and	beliefs.		

Let’s	 take	a	 look	at	 religion	acting	as	a	mechanism	of	 social	 control.	 	By	1996,	 the	Taliban	
movement	had	 imposed	an	extreme	social	 control	on	people	of	Afghanistan.	 	The	Taliban	 led	
by	 conservative	 Muslim	 clerics	 tried	 to	 create	 a	 version	 of	 an	 Islamic	 society	 based	 on	 their	
interpretation	of	the	Koran.		This	involved	instituting	repressive	measures	such	as	barring	women	
from	work	and	girls	from	school,	prohibiting	females	past	puberty	from	talking	to	unrelated	men	
and	needing	approval	to	leave	home.		However,	males	did	not	escape	all	forms	of	control.		They	
needed	to	grow	bushy	beards,	couldn’t	play	cards,	listen	to	music,	keep	pigeons,	or	even	participate	
in	their	favorites	past	time	of	flying	killer	kites.	The	Taliban	sent	throughout	the	country	an	army	
of	armed	enforcers	that	did	“beard”	checks	and	monitored	activities.		By	late	2001,	the	Taliban	
were	removed	from	power	and	the	men	couldn’t	get	to	barbershops	fast	enough	to	trim	or	shave	
their	beards.	They	used	a	symbol	of	the	Taliban	to	celebrate	the	end	of	repression.	
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Political Systems

Up	 until	 the	 period	 of	 colonial	 expansion,	 many	 people	 of	 the	 earth	 had	 no	 system	 with	
established	rights	or	fixed	form	of	government.		Instead,	marriage	and	kinship	formed	the	basis	
for	governing	the	behaviors	of	most	societies.		These	uncentralized	societies	were	(and	those	that	
remain	today	still	are)	primarily	subsistence	societies	and	are,	by	today’s	population	standards,	
typically	 small.	 	 Leaders	 in	 these	systems	seldom	have	any	 real	power	 to	enforce	 rules,	but	 if	
members	of	the	society	do	not	conform	they	may	be	ostracized,	banished,	or	the	subject	of	ill	will	
and	gossip	at	best.		If	a	significant	number	of	the	group	do	not	agree	with	the	punishment,	they	
may	band	together	with	the	offending	party	and	start	a	new	village	or	group	in	another	location.		
Since	there	is	little	formal	control,	individuals	typically	enjoy	much	freedom.		There	are	two	major	
types	of	uncentralized	societies—bands	and	tribes.		Let’s	see	what	makes	up	each	of	these.

A	band	 is	 a	 relatively	 small	 and	 loosely	organized	 kin-based	group	 that	 inhabits	 a	 specific	
territory	and	that	may	split	periodically	into	smaller	extended	family	groups	that	are	politically	
independent.		Generally,	bands	are	found	among	food	foragers	and	other	nomadic	societies	where	
people	organize	into	politically	autonomous	extended	family	groups	that	usually	camp	together.		
Bands	can	be	characterized	as	associations	of	related	families	who	occupy	a	common	territory	
and	who	live	together	as	long	as	environmental	and	subsistence	circumstances	are	favorable.		

The	word	tribe	means	many	things	to	many	people,	but	for	our	context,	a	tribe	is	a	kin-ordered	
group	that	is	politically	integrated	by	some	unifying	factor	and	whose	members	share	a	common	
ancestry,	identity,	culture,	language,	and	territory.		Tribes	often	have	an	economy	based	on	growing	
crops	or	animal	herding.		Since	these	methods	of	food	production	normally	produce	more	food	
than	foraging,	the	tribe	can	sustain	larger	groups	of	people	than	the	band	which	forages.		Larger	
populations	also	bring	additional	problems	 to	 solve.	 	 Issues	of	 individual	disagreement,	 theft,	
or	adultery	 increase,	especially	among	tribes	who	 live	 in	permanent	structures.	 	This	 requires	
some	form	of	dealing	with	disputes	and	 issues.	 	Generally,	 the	elders	hear	disputes	and	 issue	
decrees	to	solve	the	matter.		However,	the	tribal	elders	who	render	decisions	have	little	power	to	
physically	enforce	the	decision.		Group	enforcement	is	often	required	to	ensure	compliance	with	
the	rulings.		Tribes	typically	have	a	local	leader	who	may	rule	on	these	disputes,	but	this	person	is	
respected	for	their	age,	integrity,	and	wisdom.		

Another	example	of	tribal	leadership	is	the	“Big	Man.”		While	this	term	may	sound	silly	to	us	
as	Americans,	the	term	actually	is	common	in	the	south	Pacific	regions.		These	men	are	leaders	
of	localized	descent	groups	or	of	a	territorial	group	who	combine	a	small	degree	of	interest	in	his	
tribe’s	welfare	with	a	great	deal	of	interest	in	his	own	personal	welfare.		A	typical	“Big	Man”	is	
male,	wealthy,	generous,	and	eloquent.		It’s	also	helpful	to	be	brave	and	have	an	ability	to	deal	
with	the	supernatural.

In	many	tribes,	the	controlling	unit	is	the	clan,	composed	of	people	who	consider	themselves	
descended	from	a	common	ancestor	which	bestows	upon	them	rights	to	rule.		Within	the	clan,	
elders,	big	men,	or	headmen	lead	the	organization	and	regulate	the	actions	of	the	members.		This	
is	a	loose	structure	at	best	with	no	formal	authority	to	demand	compliance.		
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	In	the	bands	and	tribes,	political	authority	is	uncentralized	and	each	group	is	economically	
and	politically	autonomous.		Political	organization	is	vested	in	kinship,	age,	and	common-interest	
groups.	 	 As	 a	 given	 society’s	 social	 life	 becomes	 more	
complex,	the	opportunity	increases	for	some	individuals	
or	groups	to	exercise	control	at	the	expense	of	others.		In	
the	 more	 complex	 societies,	 political	 power	 is	
concentrated	in	a	single	individual,	the	chief,	or	in	a	body	
of	individuals	acting	as	the	state.

	 A	 chiefdom	 is	 a	 regional	 political	 organization	 in	
which	 two	 or	 more	 social	 groups	 are	 loyal	 to	 a	 single	
ruling	 individual.	 	 All	 other	 individual’s	 social	 status	 is	
based	 on	 their	 relationship	 to	 the	 Chief,	 either	 kin	 or	
socialized.		The	office	is	usually	for	life	and	is	typically	passed	to	an	offspring	upon	the	demise	of	
the	chief.		The	chief	has	authority	to	settle	disputes,	apportion	resources,	and	conscript	members	
into	service	on	behalf	of	the	chiefdom.		Chiefs	often	have	minor	chiefs	who	control	specific	areas	
or	duties.		This	creates	a	sort	of	“chain	of	command”	similar	to	our	military	structure.		This	system	
serves	to	bind	the	larger	group	to	the	chief	by	linking	all	 leaders	to	each	other.	 	Chiefs	usually	
control	the	economic	activities	of	the	people	who	fall	under	their	purview.		The	chief	can	also	
amass	 great	 amounts	 of	 wealth	 in	 land,	 cattle,	 and	 goods	 to	 trade	 by	 demanding	 a	 share	 of	
goods	produced	from	members	who	receive	protection	from	the	chief.		Traditionally,	chiefdoms	
across	the	world	have	been	subject	to	instability	as	rival	individuals	seek	to	unseat	them	through	
deception,	murder,	or	corruption.		

Pantribal	sodalities	are	those	that	extend	across	the	whole	tribe	and	cover	at	least	two	or	more	
villages.		By	definition,	tribes	may	be	one	village	or	more	than	one,	so	it’s	appropriate	to	discuss	
the	impact	of	pantribal	sodalities	on	political	systems	at	this	point.		Pantribal	sodalities	began	to	
emerge	as	a	result	of	culturally	similar	groups	banding	together,	either	after	one	was	victorious	
over	the	other,	or	when	two	or	more	joined	together	to	battle	other	groups.		Drawing	members	
from	more	than	one	village	allowed	greater	strength	in	combat.		Some	of	the	best	examples	of	
pantribal	sodalities	come	from	the	great	plains	of	North	America.		The	native	tribes	originally	had	
very	close	boundaries,	but	with	the	introduction	of	horses	to	the	area	by	the	Spanish	explorers,	
tribes	began	to	stretch	out	their	boundaries	into	areas	that	were	not	previously	readily	accessible.		
This	mobility	had	a	major	impact	on	their	political	system	as	they	not	only	could	communicate	
and	 trade	with	other	 tribes,	 but	were	 also	 able	 to	move	 from	hunting	on	 foot	 to	hunting	on	
horseback.		As	groups	spread	out,	they	began	to	invade	(accidentally	or	on	purpose)	neighboring	
groups.	 	 This	 created	new	warrior	 classes	 of	members	who	were	highly	 respected.	 	 This	 also	
resulted	in	an	adaptation	of	their	food	strategy,	from	foragers	and	hunters	on	foot,	to	hunters	on	
horseback.		An	axiom	in	anthropology	is	to	never	exert	outside	influence	on	a	population.		The	
Spanish	Conquistadors,	even	though	they	did	little	to	colonize	North	America,	left	a	major	new	
influence	on	native	groups	by	leaving	their	horses	behind.		
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State	Systems.		Let’s	turn	our	attention	to	the	largest	of	political	systems,	commonly	referred	
to	as	state	systems.		The	state	system	is	the	most	formal	of	political	organizations.		State	systems	
involve	a	large	number	of	people,	who	live	within	a	clearly	defined	territory,	who	are	organized	
and	directed	by	a	formal	government	that	has	the	authority	to	make	and	enforce	laws	and	social	
order.		There	are	clear	class	distinctions	between	those	in	power,	no	matter	how	they	arose	to	
power,	and	those	who	they	rule	over.		While	states	are	theoretically	permanent,	in	reality,	since	
their	formation	about	5000	years	ago,	they	have	a	tendency	to	rise	and	fall.		We	have	seen	that	
as	the	lower	classes	become	more	dependent	on	the	state	for	their	livelihoods	the	less	successful	
the	state	becomes	until	it	eventually	collapses	from	the	weight	of	the	demand	into	another	form	
of	government,	usually	splitting	into	competing	factions.		This	cycle	continues	and	the	next	time	
the	state	collapses	it	may	rejoin	or	join	with	other	states	that	have	similar	ideologies.		

States	and	Nations.		A	nation	is	composed	of	people	who	share	a	collective	identity	based	on	
a	common	culture,	language,	territorial	base,	and	history.		This	definition	creates	some	confusion	
when	talking	about	cultures.		According	to	the	United	Nations,	there	are	194	nations	on	earth	
today,	but	in	anthropological	terms,	these	are	actually	states.		Remember,	a	state	is	a	centralized	
political	system	that	legitimately	uses	force	to	maintain	social	order,	tax	its	citizens	to	raise	money,	
and	establish	rules	for	the	good	order	and	discipline	of	its	citizenry.			In	anthropological	terms,	
there	are	approximately	5000	nations	on	earth	today,	most	of	which	have	existed	for	thousands	
of	years.		Think	of	the	native	nations	in	what	is	now	America,	these	are	nations,	by	our	definition,	
but	are	not	states,	as	they	generally	don’t	have	all	the	legal	authority	of	a	state,		 	tribal	police	
notwithstanding.		According	to	the	US	Bureau	of	Indian	Affairs,	there	are	562	documented	Native	
American	nations	just	in	the	physical	space	of	the	United	States.		It	is	believed	that	even	more	
nations	existed	prior	to	the	arrival	of	European	colonists,	however	many	went	through	the	process	
of	evolving,	merging,	and	splitting	we	just	described.		Remember,	not	all	nations	have	a	state,	but	
all	states	are	composed	of	a	nation	or	nations.		The	Kurdish	people	who	occupy	parts	of	Turkey,	
Iran,	and	Iraq	are	a	nation	without	a	state,	as	they	have	little	say	in	the	governments	of	these	
countries.		

Maintaining	social	order	is	a	requirement	of	any	society	and	its	leadership.		We	use	the	term	
“hegemony”	 to	 indicate	 people	 who	 routinely	 subservient	 themselves	 to	 others	 in	 the	 social	
order.		People	in	a	hegemonic	society	feel	it	is	right	and	just	that	there	is	naturalness	in	the	order	
of	the	society	and	that	they	are	where	they	are.		True	hegemonic	people	accept	their	position	in	
society	and	make	no	effort	to	change	their	station	in	life.		People	who	believe	in	hegemony	are	
easy	to	control	in	the	social	fabric	of	society.		They	accept	their	station	in	life	and	do	not	attempt	
to	break	through	social	or	class	levels.		This	makes	this	group	of	people	easy	to	control	as	they	
aspire	only	to	maintain	their	position.		

People	 tend	 to	maintain	 the	social	order	 for	 reasons	other	 than	hegemony	also.	 	 In	 some	
societies,	the	politics	of	the	society	mandate	behavior,	thus	maintaining	order.		Other	societies	
use	social	shame	to	maintain	order.		For	example,	in	the	case	of	the	Makua	people	of	northern	
Mozambique,	theft	is	unthinkable	as	anyone	caught	stealing	faces	the	shame	of	not	being	able	
to	provide	for	themselves.		This	shame	indicates	the	person	is	much	less	of	a	person	and	is	no	
longer	to	be	considered	trustworthy,	nor	is	the	person	brought	into	tribal	events,	decisions	or	in	
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major	cases,	eligible	for	marital	benefits.		A	person’s	reputation	is	of	paramount	importance	in	
these	societies.		Some	societies	go	a	step	beyond	shame	and	invoke	witchcraft	or	some	similar	
supernatural	influence	to	maintain	order.		As	with	shame,	witchcraft	only	works	to	maintain	order	
because	the	citizenry	believes	in	its	power,	thus	we	consider	it	an	internal	control.		

Most	societies	have	some	form	of	external	controls	to	maintain	the	social	order.		In	American	
culture,	we	call	these	“laws.”		Imagine	the	impact	if	we	had	no	speed	limits	on	our	highways,	or	
if	we	had	no	requirement	to	pay	taxes,	i.e.,	all	tax	payments	were	completely	voluntary.		You	can	
see	how	 important	external	controls	are	to	maintaining	the	social	order.	 	Generally,	 the	more	
complex	the	society,	the	more	external	controls	are	created,	which	are	deemed	necessary	for	the	
society	to	function	effectively.		

Some	 societies,	 especially	 those	 that	 are	 controlled	 by	 conquerors,	 often	 invoke	 what	
anthropologists	commonly	refer	to	as	“weapons	of	the	weak.”		This	simply	boils	down	to	covert	
civil	disobedience.		For	example,	the	bus	boycott	that	took	place	in	Montgomery,	AL	in	the	1950s	
is	a	classic	case	of	covert	civil	disobedience.		Mostly	blacks	rode	the	buses	in	those	days.		When	
the	boycott	was	initiated,	revenue	dropped	to	near	zero,	forcing	a	change	in	the	seating	rules	
allowing	blacks	 to	 sit	anywhere	 they	wanted	 in	 the	bus.	 	Another	example	 is	Malay	peasants	
who	were	subjected	to	a	ruling	class	of	Muslims,	which	they	were	opposed	to	but	had	no	formal	
methods	 to	 fight	 or	 overthrow.	 	 The	 Muslim	 leadership	 demanded	 religious	 tithes	 from	 the	
peasants	in	the	form	of	rice,	which	was	the	staple	crop	of	the	agrarian	Malay	peasants.		When	the	
peasants	delivered	their	rice	to	the	leadership,	they	routinely	provided	their	lower	quality	rice	as	
their	tithe,	some	added	husks	or	even	mud	and	rocks	to	the	containers	to	add	weight.		They	also	
often	failed	to	declare	their	actual	acreage,	or	simply	lied	about	the	amount	of	 land	farmed	if	
they	felt	they	lived	far	enough	away	from	the	village	so	that	the	Muslim	tax	collector	would	never	
make	the	trip	to	their	farm	to	verify	their	output.		Many	such	tactics	are	used	around	the	world	
to	fight	involuntary	social	control.	
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