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116 THE INTERPRETATION OF CULTURES

It is unnecessary to attempt a thoroughgoing description of a
Rangda-Barong performance here. Such performances vary widely in
detail, consist of several not too closely integrated parts, and in any case
are so complex in structure as to defy easy summary. For our purposes,
the main point to be stressed is that the drama is, for the Balinese, not
merely a spectacle to be watched but a ritual to be enacted. There is no
aesthetic distance here separating actors from audience and placing the
depicted events in an unenterable world of illusion, and by the time a
full-scale Rangda-Barong encounter has been concluded a majority,
often nearly all, of the members of the group sponsoring it will have be-
come caught up in it not just imaginatively but bodily. In one of Belo's
examples I count upwards of seventy-Ave people—men, women, and
children—taking part in the activity at some point or other, and thirty
to forty participants is in no way unusual. As a performance, the drama
is like a high mass, not like a presentation of Murder in the Cathedral:
it is a drawing near, not a standing back.

In part, this entry into the body of the ritual takes place through the
agency of the various supporting roles contained in it—minor witches,
demons, various sorts of legendary and mythical figures—which se-
lected villagers enact. But mostly it takes place through the agency of an
extraordinarily developed capacity for psychological dissociation on the
part of a very large segment of the population. A Rangda-Barong strug-
gle is inevitably marked by anywhere from three or four to several
dozen spectators becoming possessed by one or another demon, falling
into violent trances "like firecrackers going off one after the other," 43

and, snatching up krisses, rushing to join the fray. Mass trance, spread-
ing like a panic, projects the individual Balinese out of the common-
place world in which he usually lives into that most uncommonplace
one in which Rangda and Barong live. To become entranced is, for the
Balinese, to cross a threshold into another order of existence—the word
for trance is nadi, from dadi, often translated "to become" but which
might be even more simply rendered as "to be." And even those who,
for whatever reasons, do not make this spiritual crossing are caught up
in the proceedings, for it is they who must keep the frenzied activities
of the entranced from getting out of hand by the application of physical
restraint if they are ordinary men, by the sprinkling of holy water and
the chanting of spells if they are priests. At its height a Rangda-Barong
rite hovers, or at least seems to hover, on the brink of mass amok with

43 Belo. Trance in Bali.
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the diminishing band of the unentranced striving desperately (and, it
teems, almost always successfully) to control the growing band of the
entranced.

In its standard form—if it can be said to have a standard form—the
performance begins with an appearance of Barong, prancing and preen-
ing, as a general prophylactic against what is to follow. Then may come
various mythic scenes relating the story—not always precisely the same
ones—upon which the performance is based, until finally Barong and
then Rangda appear. Their battle begins. Barong drives Rangda back
toward the gate of the death temple. But he has not the power to expel
her completely, and he is in turn driven back toward the village. At
length, when it seems as though Rangda will finally prevail, a number
of entranced men rise, krisses in hand, and rush to support Barong. But
as they approach Rangda (who has turned her back in meditation), she
wheels upon them and, waving her sakti white cloth, leaves them coma-
tose on the ground. Rangda then hastily retires (or is carried) to the
temple, where she herself collapses, hidden from the aroused crowd
which, my informants said, would kill her were it to see her in a help-
less state. The Barong moves among the kris dancers and wakens them
by snapping his jaws at them or nuzzling them with his beard. As they
return, still entranced, to "consciousness," they are enraged by the dis-
appearance of Rangda, and unable to attack her they turn their krisses
(harmlessly because they are entranced) against their own chests in frus-
tration. Usually sheer pandemonium breaks out at this point with mem-
bers of the crowd, of both sexes, falling into trance all around the court-
yard and rushing out to stab themselves, wrestle with one another,
devour live chicks or excrement, wallow convulsively in the mud, and
so on, while the nonentranced attempt to relieve them of their krisses
and keep them at least minimally in order. In time, the trancers sink,
one by one, into coma, from which they are aroused by the priests' holy
water and the great battle is over—once more a complete stand-off.
Rangda has not been conquered, but neither has she conquered.

One place to search for the meaning of this ritual is in the collection
of myths, tales, and explicit beliefs which it supposedly enacts. How-
ever, not only are these various and variable—for some people Rangda
is an incarnation of Durga, Siva's malignant consort; for others she is
Queen Mahendradatta, a figure from a court legend set in eleventh
century Java; for yet others, the spiritual leader of witches as the Brah-
mana Priest is the spiritual leader of men. Notions of who (or "what")
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Barong is are equally diverse and even vaguer—but they seem to play
only a secondary role in the Balinese' perception of the drama. It is
in the direct encounter with the two figures in the context of the ac-
tual performance that the villager comes to know them as, so far as he
is concerned, genuine realities. They are, then, not representations of
anything, but presences. And when the villagers go into trance they
become—nadi—themselves part of the realm in which those presences
exist. To ask, as I once did, a man who has been Rangda whether he
thinks she is real is to leave oneself open to the suspicion of idiocy.

The acceptance of authority that underlies the religious perspective
that the ritual embodies thus flows from the enactment of the ritual it-
self. By inducing a set of moods and motivations—an ethos—and de-
fining an image of cosmic order—a world view—by means of a single
set of symbols, the performance makes the model for and model of as-
pects of religious belief mere transpositions of one another. Rangda
evokes fear (as well as hatred, disgust, cruelty, horror, and, though I
have not been able to treat the sexual aspects of the performance here,
lust); but she also depicts it:

The fascination which the figure of the Witch holds for the Balinese imagi-
nation can only be explained when it is recognized that the Witch is not
only a fear inspiring figure, but that she is Fear. Her hands with their long
menacing finger-nails do not clutch and claw at her victims, although chil-
dren who play at being witches do curl their hands in such gestures. But the
Witch herself spreads her arms with palms out and her finger flexed back-
ward, in the gesture the Balinese call kapar. a term which they apply to the
sudden startled reaction of a man who falls from a tree. . . . Only when we
sec the Witch as herself afraid, as well as frightening, is it possible to ex-
plain her appeal, and the pathos which surrounds her as she dances, hairy,
forbidding, tusked and alone, giving her occasional high eerie laugh.44

And on his side Barong not only induces laughter, he incarnates the Ba-
linese version of the comic spirit—a distinctive combination of playful-
ness, exhibitionism, and extravagant love of elegance, which, along with
fear, is perhaps the dominant motive in their life. The constantly recur-
ring struggle of Rangda and Barong to an inevitable draw is thus—for
the believing Balinese—both the formulation of a general religious con-
ception and the authoritative experience which justifies, even compels,
its acceptance.

44 G. Bateson and M. Mead, Balinese Character, p. 36.
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. . . that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic

But no one, not even a saint, lives in the world religious symbols for-
mulate all of the time, and the majority of men live in it only at mo-
ments. The everyday world of common-sense objects and practical acts
is, as Schutz says, the paramount reality in human experience—
paramount in the sense that it is the world in which we are most solidly
rooted, whose inherent actuality we can hardly question (however much
we may question certain portions of it), and from whose pressures and
requirements we can least escape.45 A man, even large groups of men,
may be aesthetically insensitive, religiously unconcerned, and un-
equipped to pursue formal scientific analysis, but he cannot be com-
pletely lacking in common sense and survive. The dispositions which re-
ligious rituals induce thus have their most important impact—from a
human point of view—outside the boundaries of the ritual itself as they
reflect back to color the individual's conception of the established world
of bare fact. The peculiar tone that marks the Plains vision quest, the
Manus confession, or the Javanese mystical exercise pervades areas of
the life of these peoples far beyond the immediately religious, impress-
ing upon them a distinctive style in the sense both of a dominant mood
and a characteristic movement. The interweaving of the malignant and
the comic, which the Rangda-Barong combat depicts, animates a very
wide range of everyday Balinese behavior, much of which, like the rit-
ual itself, has an air of candid fear narrowly contained by obsessive
playfulness. Religion is sociologically interesting not because, as vulgar
positivism would have it, it describes the social order (which, in so far
as it does, it does not only very obliquely but very incompletely), but
because, like environment, political power, wealth, jural obligation, per-
sonal affection, and a sense of  beauty, it shapes it.

The movement back and forth between the religious perspective and
the common-sense perspective is actually one of the more obvious em-
pirical occurrences on the social scene, though, again, one of the most
neglected by social anthropologists, virtually all of whom have seen it
happen countless times. Religious belief has usually been presented as a
homogeneous characteristic of an individual, like his place of residence,
his occupational role, his kinship position, and so on. But religious be-
lief in the midst of ritual, where it engulfs the total person, transporting

45 Schutz, The Problem of  Social Reality, p. 226ff.
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him, so far as he is concerned, into another mode of existence, and reli-
gious belief as the pale, remembered reflection of that experience in the
midst of everyday life are not precisely the same thing, and the failure
to realize this has led to some confusion, most especially in connection
with the so-called primitive-mentality problem. Much of the difficulty
between Lévy-Bruhl and Malinowski on the nature of "native thought,"
for example, arises from a lack of full recognition of this distinction;
for where the French philosopher was concerned with the view of real-
ity savages adopted when taking a specifically religious perspective, the
Polish-English ethnographer was concerned with that which they
adopted when taking a strictly common-sense one.46 Both perhaps
vaguely sensed that they were not talking about exactly the same thing,
but where they went astray was in failing to give a specific accounting
of the way in which these two forms of "thought"—or, as I would
rather say, these two modes of symbolic formulations—interacted, so
that where Lévy-Bruhl's savages tended to live, despite his postludial
disclaimers, in a world composed entirely of mystical encounters, Mali-
nowski's tended to live, despite his stress on the functional importance
of religion, in a world composed entirely of practical actions. They be-
came reductionists (an idealist is as much of a reductionist as a materi-
alist) in spite of themselves because they failed to see man as moving
more or less easily, and very frequently, between radically contrasting
ways of looking at the world, ways which are not continuous with one
another but separated by cultural gaps across which Kierkegaardian
leaps must be made in both directions:

There are as many innumerable kinds of different shock experiences as there
are different finite provinces of meaning upon which I may bestow the ac-
cent of reality. Some instances are: the shock of falling asleep as the leap
into the world of dreams; the inner transformation we endure if the curtain
in the theatre rises as the transition to the world of the stageplay; the radical
change in our attitude if. before a painting, we permit our visual field to be
limited by what is wi th in the frame as the passage into the pictorial world;
our quandary relaxing into laughter, if. in listening to a joke, we are for a
short time ready to accept the fictitious world of the jest as a reality in rela-
tion to which the world of our daily life takes on the character of foolish-
ness; the child's turning toward his toy as the transition into the play-world;
and so on. But also the religious experiences in all their varieties—for in-
stance. Kierkegaard's experience of the "instant" as the leap into the reli-
gious sphere—are examples of such a shock, as well as the decision of the

46 Malinowski, Magic, Science and Religion; L. Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives
Think (New York. 1926).
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scientist to replace all passionate participation in the affairs of "this world"
by a disinterested [analytical] altitude.47

The recognition and exploration of the qualitative difference—an
empirical, not a transcendental difference—between religion pure and
religion applied, between an encounter with the supposedly "really real"
and a viewing of ordinary experience in light of what that encounter
seems to reveal, will, therefore, take us further toward an understanding
of what a Bororo means when he says "I am a parakeet," or a Christian
when he says "1 am a sinner," than either a theory of primitive mysti-
cism in which the commonplace world disappears into a cloud of cu-
rious ideas or of a primitive pragmatism in which religion disintegrates
into a collection of useful fictions. The parakeet example, which I take
from Percy, is a good one.48 For, as he points out, it is unsatisfactory to
say either that the Bororo thinks he is literally a parakeet (for he does
not try to mate with other parakeets), that his statement is false or non-
sense (for, clearly, he is not offering—or at least not only offering—
the sort of class-membership argument which can be confirmed or re-
futed as, say, "1 am a Bororo" can be confirmed or refuted), or yet
again that it is false scientifically but true mythically (because that leads
immediately to the pragmatic fiction notion which, as it denies the acco-
lade of truth to "myth" in the very act of bestowing it, is internally
self-contradictory). More coherently it would seem to be necessary to
see the sentence as having a different sense in the context of the "finite
province of meaning" which makes up the religious perspective and of
that which makes up the common-sensical. In the religious, our Bororo
is "really" a "parakeet," and given the proper ritual context might well
"mate" with other "parakeets"—with metaphysical ones like himself,
not commonplace ones such as those which fly bodily about in ordinary
trees. In the common-sensical perspective he is a parakeet in the sense
—I assume—that he belongs to a clan whose members regard the par-
akeet as their totem, a membership from which, given the fundamental
nature of reality as the religious perspective reveals it, certain moral
and practical consequences flow. A man who says he is a parakeet is, if
he says it in normal conversation, saying that, as myth and ritual dem-
onstrate, he is shot through with parakeetness and that this religious
fact has some crucial social implications—we parakeets must stick to-

47 Schutz, The Problem of  Social Reality, p. 231.
48 W. Percy, "The Symbolic Structure of Interpersonal Process," Psychiatry 24

(1961): 39-52.
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gether, not marry one another, not eat mundane parakeets, and so on,
for to do otherwise is to act against the grain of the whole universe. It
is this placing of proximate acts in ultimate contexts that makes reli-
gion, frequently at least, socially so powerful. It alters, often radically,
the whole landscape presented to common sense, alters it in such a way
that the moods and motivations induced by religious practice seem
themselves supremely practical, the only sensible ones to adopt given
the way things "really" are.

Having ritually "lept" (the image is perhaps a bit too athletic for the
actual facts—"slipped" might be more accurate) into the framework of
meaning which religious conceptions define, and the ritual ended, re-
turned again to the common-sense world, a man is—unless, as some-
times happens, the experience fails to register—changed. And as he is
changed, so also is the common-sense world, for it is now seen as but
the partial form of a wider reality which corrects and completes it.

But this correction and completion is not, as some students of "com-
parative religion" would have it, everywhere the same in content. The
nature of the bias religion gives to ordinary life varies with the religion
involved, with the particular dispositions induced in the believer by the
specific conceptions of cosmic order he has come to accept. On the level
of the "great" religions, organic distinctiveness is usually recognized, at
times insisted upon to the point of zealotry. But even at its simplest folk
and tribal levels—where the individuality of religious traditions has so
often been dissolved into such desiccated types as "animism," "anima-
lism," "totemism," "shamanism," "ancestor worship," and all the other
insipid categories by means of which ethnographers of religion devital-
ize their data—the idiosyncratic character of how various groups of
men behave because of what they believe they have experienced is
clear. A tranquil Javanese would be no more at home in guilt-ridden
Manus than an activist Crow would be in passionless Java. And for all
the witches and ritual clowns in the world, Rangda and Barong are not
generalized but thoroughly singular figurations of fear and gaiety. What
men believe is as various as what they are—a proposition that holds
with equal force when it is inverted.

It is this particularity of the impact of religious systems upon social
systems (and upon personality systems) which renders general assess-
ments of the value of religion in either moral or functional terms impos-
sible. The sorts of moods and motivations which characterize a man
who has just come from an Aztec human sacrifice are rather different
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from those of one who has just put off his Kachina mask. Even within
the same society, what one "learns" about the essential pattern of life
from a sorcery rite and from a commensal meal will have rather diverse
effects on social and psychological functioning. One of the main method-
ological problems in writing about religion scientifically is to put aside
at once the tone of the village atheist and that of the village preacher, as
well as their more sophisticated equivalents, so that the social and psy-
chological implications of particular religious beliefs can emerge in a
clear and neutral light. And when that is done, overall questions about
whether religion is "good" or "bad," "functional" or "dysfunctional,"
"ego strengthening" or "anxiety producing," disappear like the chimeras
they are, and one is left with particular evaluations, assessments, and
diagnoses in particular cases. There remains, of course, the hardly un-
important questions of whether this or that religious assertion is true,
this or that religious experience genuine, or whether true religious as-
sertions and genuine religious experiences are possible at all. But such
questions cannot even be asked, much less answered, within the self-im-
posed limitations of the scientific perspective.

III

For an anthropologist, the importance of religion lies in its capacity to
serve, for an individual or for a group, as a source of general, yet dis-
tinctive, conceptions of the world, the self, and the relations between
them, on the one hand—its model of aspect—and of rooted, no less
distinctive "mental" dispositions—its model for aspect—on the other.
From these cultural functions flow, in turn, its social and psychological
ones.

Religious concepts spread beyond their specifically metaphysical con-
texts to provide a framework of general ideas in terms of which a wide
range of experience—intellectual, emotional, moral—can be given
meaningful form. The Christian sees the Nazi movement against the
background of The Fall which, though it does not, in a causal sense, ex-
plain it, places it in a moral, a cognitive, even an affective sense. An
Azande sees the collapse of a granary upon a friend or relative against
the background of a concrete and rather special notion of witchcraft and
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thus avoids the philosophical dilemmas as well as the psychological
stress of indeterminism. A Javanese finds in the borrowed and reworked
concept of rasa ("sense-taste-feeling-meaning") a means by which to
"see" choreographic, gustatory, emotional, and political phenomena in a
new light. A synopsis of cosmic order, a set of religious beliefs, is also
a gloss upon the mundane world of social relationships and psychologi-
cal events. It renders .them graspablc.

But more than gloss, such beliefs are also a template. They do not
merely interpret social and psychological processes in cosmic terms—in
which case they would be philosophical, not religious—but they shape
them. In the doctrine of original sin is embedded also a recommended
attitude toward life, a recurring mood, and a persisting set of motiva-
tions. The Azande learns from witchcraft conceptions not just to under-
stand apparent "accidents" as not accidents at all, but to react to these
spurious accidents with hatred for the agent who caused them and to
proceed against him with appropriate resolution. Rasa, in addition to
being a concept of truth, beauty, and goodness, is also a preferred mode
of experiencing, a kind of affectless detachment, a variety of bland
aloofness, an unshakable calm. The moods and motivations a religious
orientation produces cast a derivative, lunar light over the solid features
of a people's secular life.

The tracing of the social and psychological role of religion is thus not
so much a matter of finding correlations between specific ritual acts and
specific secular social ties—though these correlations do, of course,
exist and are very worth continued investigation, especially if we can
contrive something novel to say about them. More, it is a matter of un-
derstanding how it is that men's notions, however implicit, of the
"really real" and the dispositions these notions induce in them, color
their sense of the reasonable, the practical, the humane, and the moral.
How far they do so (for in many societies religion's effects seem quite
circumscribed, in others completely pervasive), how deeply they do so
(for some men, and groups of men, seem to wear their religion lightly
so far as the secular world goes, while others seem to apply their faith
to each occasion, no matter how trivial), and how effectively they do so
(for the width of the gap between what religion recommends and what
people actually do is most variable cross-culturally)—all these are cru-
cial issues in the comparative sociology and psychology of religion.
Even the degree to which religious systems themselves are developed
seems to vary extremely widely, and not merely on a simple evolution-
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ary basis. In one society, the level of elaboration of symbolic formula-
tions of ultimate actuality may reach extraordinary degrees of complex-
ity and systematic articulation; in another, no less developed socially,
such formulations may remain primitive in the true sense, hardly more
than congeries of fragmentary by-beliefs and isolated images, of sacred
reflexes and spiritual pictographs. One need only think of the Austra-
lians and the Bushmen, the Toradja and the Alorese, the Hopi and the
Apache, the Hindus and the Romans, or even the Italians and the
Poles, to see that degree of religious articulateness is not a constant even
as between societies of  similar complexity.

The anthropological study of religion is therefore a two-stage opera-
tion: first, an analysis of the system of meanings embodied in the sym-
bols which make up the religion proper, and, second, the relating of
these systems to social-structural and psychological processes. My dis-
satisfaction with so much of contemporary social anthropological work
in religion is not that it concerns itself with the second stage, but that it
neglects the first, and in so doing takes for granted what most needs to
be elucidated. To discuss the role of ancestor worship in regulating po-
litical succession, of sacrificial feasts in defining kinship obligations, of
spirit worship in scheduling agricultural practices, of divination in rein-
forcing social control, or of initiation rites in propelling personality
maturation, are in no sense unimportant endeavors, and I am not rec-
ommending they be abandoned for the kind of  jejune cabalism into which
symbolic analysis of exotic faiths can so easily fall. But to attempt them
with but the most general, common-sense view of what ancestor wor-
ship, animal sacrifice, spirit worship, divination, or initiation rites are
as religious patterns seems to me not particularly promising. Only when
we have a theoretical analysis of symbolic action comparable in sophis-
tication to that we now have for social and psychological action, will we
be able to cope effectively with those aspects of social and psychologi-
cal life in which religion (or art, or science, or ideology) plays a deter-
minant role.


