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Course Name  : Anthropology of Religion 
   (Antropologi Agama) 
Course Code / Credits : ANS 2423/3 SKS 
Lecturer  : Dr. Mohamad Yusuf, M.A. 
Teaching period : January-June Semester 
Language of instruction : Indonesian 
Department  : Anthropology 
Faculty   : Faculty of Cultural Sciences (FIB) 
 

Background  

Within a century and a half of its history, religious studies in anthropology have experienced a long 

development. This study began in the second half of the 19th century, the era of colonial 

expansion, with the work of academic work describing Europe’s religious life as the "primitive, 

wild, uncultured pagan," followed by a more academic work which identified basic and universal 

religious elements and theoretical speculation to answer the universal question of what is religion. 

In the first half of the 20th century, in the era of colonial power, anthropologists moved to follow 

the principles of rationalism -and religious studies were filled with the effort to uncover the 

reasoning behind myths, rituals and magic, that on the exterior appears to be unreasonable and 

ridiculous. After the World War II and after countries that had used to be European colonies 

turned independent, sovereign and chaotic nations, national era, anthropology or religion was 

directed to the miraculous marriage between religious and nationalist movements, which was 

characterised by the use of religion to make horizontal disputes: both among heavenly religions, 

and between heavenly religions and local religions. In the 21st, in the neo-liberal era, the attention 

of religious anthropologists was drawn to the study of fundamentalist movements that could be 

seen as using religion as a tool to solve vertical disputes; although at the end, they emerged as a 

horizontal dispute between equally suffering people. During one and a half century of that 

anthropology of religion’s journey, we also witnessed how conceptual view of anthropologists 

evolved and changed to viewing religion as idiosyncrasy, hidden rationality, social tools, models for 

society, and metaphors. 

This course offers an alternative perspective to view religion not as socio-cultural and political-

economic symptoms, but religion as a component of the system in which the society constructed 

and contrived, through historic socio-cultural processes and utilised as a means of regulating life, 

which can therefore be very strongly aligned with economic political interests. Through this course 

students will study anthropologists’ views about religions in order to get answers to a number of 

contemporary and classic questions such as: 

Why are there religions? Why do people make ritual congregations? Why do people make 

social organisations based in places of worship and based their activities on religious 

teachings? Why are there destructions of places of worship? Why would somebody be 

killed just because she/he had different religions? Why are there Islamic, Christian, Hindu 

and so on parties? Why the state intervenes in religious affairs, which supposedly is 
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private affair of their citizens? Why should anyone be incarcerated for offering views of 

new religions and be accused of teaching heresy? What is the basis of heresy/ blasphemy? 

 

B. Aim 

This course aims to: 

1. Deliver to students an understanding about the diversity of facts about religion and the 

diversity of human experience in living the religion. 

2. Make students recognise religion as an inner empirical phenomenon of society, recognise 

basic concepts offered by anthropologists about religion and to learn to explain how those 

symptoms work. 

In this course, we will discuss: (a) Theories of the origin and the evolution of religion, from a simple 

initial structure to a highly contemporary and complex structure; (b) The function of religion as a 

moral and social regulatory system; (c) Religion as a political-economic engagement tool and 

religion as a tool for gaining power; (d) Resistance to political-economic domination by using 

religion, and; (e) resistance to the dominant religious teachings. 

It is expected that through the discussions about the five components above, the student will be 

able to develop critical-thinking skills, attitude and tolerance towards religious teachings and the 

diversity of religious life. 

 

C. Teaching Methods 

Each lecture will run for 3 x 50 minutes, with the division of the time, as follows: The first thirty 

minutes of class time are used by the lecture to give introduction to the topic, the second thirty 

minutes are used by the students to deliver group discussions/ presentations, the third thirty 

minutes for discussions amongst students and the last thirty minutes are used for questions and 

answers between students and lecturer as well as for conclusion. Students will be divided into 9 

groups. 

 

D. Grading 

There is no exam in this course. The grade will be given based on weekly papers, one group 

presentation paper, and one final semester paper. Weekly papers are 250-word essays containing 

reactions, comments and questions to articles discussed in class. Group presentation report (5,000 

words) contains presentation of the group discussion about the articles discussed in class. The final 

paper of the semester 2,500 (two hundred five hundred) contains ideas for religious research as a 

further socio-cultural system that can be developed. Without exception, all of the reading 
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materials should be read. In addition, students are encouraged to read various other articles and 

ethnographies deemed necessary, in accordance with the interests of each study, respectively.  

 

E.  Course Structure 

Topic: Religion as a symbolic system 

Learning materials: 

Fitz John Porter Poole. 1986.  Metaphors  and  Maps:  Towards  Comparison  in  the  

Anthropology  of Religion, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol. 54, No. 3, 411457. 

Clifford Geertz. 2005. Shifting Aims, Moving Targets: On the Anthropology of Religion, the 

Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, Vol. 11, No. 1, 1-15. 

Prompt questions: 

1. How did early anthropologists such as Frazer, Malinowski and Taylor lay the paradigm 

about learning/interpreting/understanding religions? 

2. How should a religious phenomenon be learnt/interpreted/understood? 

 

Topic: Religion and rituals 

Learning materials:  

John Bowen. 1992.  On Scriptural Essentialism and Ritual Variation:  Muslim Sacrifice in 

Sumatra and Morocco, American Ethnologist, Vol. 19, No. 4, 656-671.  

John Bowen. 1989.  Salat in Indonesia: The Social Meanings of an Islamic Ritual, Man, Vol.24, 

No. 4, 600-619. 

Prompt questions: 

1. How does one value religious rituals as social rituals? 

2. How can those values/observations differ between different communities? 

 

Topik: Pilgrimage as a form of religious dualism 

Learning materials:  

Victor Turner. 1973. The Center out There: Pilgrim's Goal, History of Religions, Vol. 12, No. 3, 191-

230.  
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Simon Colemen. 2002. Do you believe in pilgrimage?; Communities, contestation and 

beyond, Anthropological Theory, 2: 355. 

Prompt questions: 

1. How to understand pilgrimage as a linking medium between objectivity and imaginary? 

2. How to interpret pilgrimage as a liminality? 

 

Topic: Religion and state regulation 

Learning materials: 

Jane Monnig Atkinson. 1983.   Religions in   Dialogue:  The  Construction  of  an  Indonesian  

Minority Religion” in American Ethnologist, Vol. 10, No. 4 (Nov., 1983), pp. 684-696 

Thomas David Dubois. 2005.   Hegemony, Imperialism, and the Construction of Religion in East 

and Southeast Asia, History and Theory, Vol. 44, No. 4, Theme Issue 44: Theorizing Empire (Dec., 

2005), pp. 113-131. 

Prompt questions: 

1. How is a religion defined? 

2. What is the state’s involvement in defining and managing religions, in particular, ocal 

religions that are subscribed by minority groups? 

 

Topic: Religion and nationalist movements 

Learning material:  Robert Hefner. 2010. Religious Resurgence in Contemporary Asia: Southeast 

Asian Perspectives on Capitalism, the State, and the New Piety, the Journal of Asian Studies, 

Vol. 69, No. 4, 1031-1047.  

Stephen Sharot. 1990.  Israel:  Sociological Analyses of  Religion  in  the  Jewish  State  ” in 

Sociological Analysis, Vol. 51, Special Presidential Issue Sociology of Religion: International 

Perspectives (1990), pp. S63-S76. 

Prompt questions: 

1. What is the role of religion in the public sphere, especially in the context of modern 

nation-states? 

2. How can difference in understanding religious texts in certain religious groups result in 

different views on the formation of a nation? 
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3. What kind of legitimacy of religious texts (Islamic, Christian, Jewish, and some other 

religious groups) is used to support or against it? 

 

Topic: Religion and moral order 

Learning materials:  

Tom Boellstorff. 2005. Between Religion and Desire: Being Muslim and Gay in Indonesia  ” in 

American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 107, No. 4 (Dec., 2005), pp. 575-585 

Thomas Csordas. 2013    “Morality as a Cultural System? ” in Current Anthropology, Vol. 54, No.5 

(October 2013), pp. 523-546.   

Prompt questions: 

1. How are life practices outside the mainstream teaching done by followers of that religion? 

2. How religious teachings justify the practice. In the Islamic tradition, for example, 

Boellstroff undertook the study of Gay Muslims. 

3. Does Islam in Indonesian accept homosexuality? 

4. How does one become gay, on the other hand, how does one become an obedient 

Muslim? 

 

Topic: Religion and market 

Learning materials: Daromir Rudnyckyj. 2009.  Market  Islam  in  Indonesia,  the  Journal  of  the  

Royal  Anthropological Institute, Vol. 15, 183-201.  

Michael Lindsay and Robert Wuthnow. 2010,  Financing  Faith:  Religion  and  Strategic 

Philanthropy,  Journal  for  the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 49, No. 1, 87-111. 

Prompt question: 

1. How is religion defined in the context of secular popular culture? 

2. What kind of shifts occur in religious concepts compared to the religious concepts 

discussed in the previous section? 

3. How do religions and market interest interact? 
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Topic: Religion as the lower-class resistance 

Learning materials:  

Paul Jorion. 1982.   The  Priest  and  the  Fishermen:  Sundays  and  Weekdays  in  a  Former 

'Theocracy, Man, New Series, Vol. 17, No. 2 (Jun., 1982), pp. 275-286.   

Pui-Lam Law. 2005.   The Revival of Folk Religion and Gender Relationships in Rural China: A 

Preliminary Observation, Asian Folklore Studies, Vol. 64, No. 1 (2005), pp. 89-109. 

Prompt questions: 

1. How is religion (more particularly more-organised religions, such as Islam, Christianity, 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, etc.) perceived by the lower-class society? 

2. How does the lower-class society have resistance towards religion; both to religious 

dogmas and rituals and to religious figures?  

 

Topic: Fundamental movements 

Learning materials:  

Mahmood Mamdani. 2002.   Good  Muslim,  Bad  Muslim:  A  Political  Perspective  on  Culture  

and Terrorism, American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 104, No. 3 (Sep., 2002), pp. 766-775.  

Judith Nagata. 2001.   Beyond   Theology:   Toward   an   Anthropology   of   "Fundamentalism, 

American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 103, No. 2 (Jun., 2001), pp. 481-498. 

Prompt question: 

1. How would be the impact of when religion goes into the secular political sphere? 

2. How does the movement of religious fundamentalism work in a modern democratic 

system? 

3. What are the requirements for such movement to work optimally?  

4. How is this different to religious purification movements? 

  

General summary 


