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Popular Religion in India. Shifting Boundaries and Practices of Power



Gilles Tarabout, with the participation of Daniela Berti



The aim of this course is to introduce to an anthropological approach of religion and society in contemporary India. While its main focus will be on Hinduism, it will also take into account Muslim and Christian communities. The approach will rely both on extant literature and fieldwork experience in the North and the South of India. The course will include extended readings and the regular viewing of audiovisual materials. The course will follow two threads that are closely interconnected: 1. Religion provides the means to have access to some perceived power in relation to a complex categorization of the world. 2. Religion is a space (social, cognitive) where solidarities and a sense of belonging are elaborated at the expense of some kind of “otherness”, following lines of social demarcation that are ever shifting according to contexts. To give a single example, Muslims or Christians can be defined as the “Others” of Hinduism in certain contexts by certain persons, while they may also be participants in “Hindu” therapeutic rituals in other contexts. If we are to understand this type of situation, we need to go beyond the obvious opposition of respective theologies and, instead, pay close attention to the dynamics of ritual, as well as to processes of social formation and the political definition of identities. No previous knowledge is required and the course will offer clear and detailed illustrations for each step of the analysis. The objective is to encourage personal and creative reflection on the relationships that may exist in any society between symbolic order, personal experience, social institutions, and political dynamics. Average reading: 75-100 pages a week (all the papers will be available online at the beginning of the semester)
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Readings (Fall 2008 - Update Oct.10)



Introduction to the course Week 1 (= 1 class)



I Interpretation and Methodology: ‘Religion’, ‘Hinduism’, and ‘Ideology’ Weeks 2 & 3 (= 4 classes) C1 Spiro, Milford E., 1966, “Religion: Problems of Definition and Explanation”, in M. Banton, Anthropological Approaches to the Study of Religion, Tavistock Publications: 85-126. Stietencron, Heinrich von, 1997 [1989], “Hinduism: On the Proper Use of a Deceptive Term”, in G. D. Sontheimer & H. Kulke, eds, Hinduism Reconsidered, Delhi, Manohar: 32-53. C2 Frykenberg, Robert E., 1989, “The Emergence of modern ‘Hinduism’ as a concept and as an institution: a reappraisal with special reference to South India”, in G. D. Sontheimer & H. Kulke, eds., Hinduism Reconsidered. Bate, Bernard, 2005, “Arumuga Navalar, Saivite sermons, and the delimitation of religion, c.1850”, Indian Economic Social History Review, 42: 469-484. C3 Singer, Milton, 1961, “Text and Context in the Study of Contemporary Hinduism”, The Adyar Library Bulletin, 25: 274-303. Bharati, Agehananda, 1970, “The Use of ‘Superstition’ as an Anti-Traditional Device in Urban Hinduism”, Contributions to Indian Sociology, ns, IV: 36-49. C4 Maloney, Clarence, 1975, “Religious Beliefs and Social Hierarchy in Tamil Nadu, India”, American Ethnologist, 2 (1): 169-191. Bailey, F. G., 1991, “Religion and Religiosity: Ideas and their Use”, Contributions to Indian Sociology, 25 (2): 211-231. II The Construction of Identity and Difference Weeks 4 & 5 (= 4 classes) C1 Barth, Fredrik, 1998 [1969], “Preface 1998” & “Introduction”, in F. Barth, ed., Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture Difference, Waveland Press: 5-38. Barth, Fredrik, 1989, “The Analysis of Culture in Complex Societies”, Ethnos, 3 (4): 120-142.
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C2 Baily, Susan, 1999, “Introduction”, in Caste, Society and Politics in India, from the Eighteenth Century to the Modern Age, Cambridge University Press: 1-24. Mosse, David, 1996, “South Indian Christians, Purity/Impurity, and the Caste System: Death Ritual in a Roman Catholic Community”, JRAI, 2 (3): 461-483. C3 Hardgrave, Robert L., Jr., 1968, “The Breast-Cloth Controversy: Caste Consciousness and Social Change in Southern Travancore”, Indian Economic and Social History Review, V (2): 171187. Zelliott, Eleanor, 1995, “The Folklore of Pride: Three Components of Contemporary Dalit Belief”, in G.D. Sontheimer, ed., Folk Culture, Folk Religion and Oral Traditions as a Component in Maharashtrian Culture, Delhi, Manohar: 63-85. C4 Film: Eyewitness, Jan.1993: “The Debacle at Ayodhya” (extract) Wagle, N.K., 1997 [1989], “Hindu-Muslim Interactions in Medieval Maharashtra”, in G. D. Sontheimer & H. Kulke, eds, Hinduism Reconsidered, Delhi, Manohar: 134-152. Stewart, Tony K., “In Search of Equivalence: Conceiving Muslim-Hindu Encounter through Translation Theory”, History of Religions, 40 (3): 260-287.



III Divine and Human Hierarchies Week 6 & week 7 (= 4 classes) C1 Film: “The Wages of Action. Religion in a Hindu Village” (extracts) Babb, Lawrence A., 1975, “Divine Hierarchy: The Pantheon”, in The Divine Hierarchy: Popular Hinduism in Central India, Columbia University Press (chap.7): 215-146. Fell McDermott, Rachel, 1996, “Popular Attitudes Towards Kālī and Her Poetry Tradition”: Interviewing Śāktas in Bengal”, in A. Michaels, C. Vogelsanger & A. Wilke, eds., Wild Goddesses in India and Nepal, Studia Religiosa Helvetica 2: 383-415. C2 Blackburn, Stuart H., 1985, “Death and deification: folk cults in Hinduism”, History of Religions, 24, 3: 255-274. Henn, Alexander, 2006, “The Lord of Mapusa: Genesis of an Urban God in Goa”, in G. Colas & G. Tarabout, eds., Hindu rites, Transferts and Transformations, Paris, EHESS (coll. Puruṣārtha 25): 31-47. C3 Katz, Nathan, & Ellen S. Goldberg, 1989, “Asceticism and Caste in the Passover Observances of the Cochin Jews”, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 57 (1): 53-82. Mosse, David, 1993, “Catholic Saints and the Hindu Village Pantheon in Rural Tamil Nadu, India”, Man, n.s., 29, 2: 301-332.
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C4 Tapper, Bruce Elliott, 1979, “Widows and Goddesses: Female Roles in Deity Symbolism in a South Indian Village”, Contrib. to Indian Sociol., 13 (1): 1-31. Brooks, Douglas Renfrew, 1992, “Encountering the Hindu ‘Other’: Tantrism and the Brahmans of South India”, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 60 (3): 405-436. IV The Public Space: Temples, Festivals, and Patronage week 8 (1 class + mid-term), week 9 (= 3 classes) C1 Breckenridge, Carol Appadurai, 1977, “From Protector to Litigant – Changing Relations Between Hindu Temples and the Rājā of Ramnad”, Indian Economic and Social History Review, XV-1: 75-106. Mosse, D., 1997, “Honour, Caste and Conflict. The Ethnohistory of a Catholic Festival in Rural Tamil Nadu (1730-1990)”, in J. Assayag & G. Tarabout, eds, Alterity and Identity: Islam and Christianity in India, Paris, EHESS (coll. Puruṣārtha 19): 71-120. C2 Sikand, Yoginder, 2002, “The Changing Nature of Shared Hindu-Muslim shrines in Contemporary Karnataka, South India”, South Asia. Journal of South Asian Studies, n.s., XXV (1): 49-67. Sinha, Vineeta, 2003, “Merging ‘Different’ Sacred Spaces: Enabling Religious Encounters through Pragmatic Utilisation of Space?”, Contrib. to Indian Sociol., 37 (3): 459-494. C3 Lochtefeld, James G., 2004, “The Construction of the Kumbha Mela”, South Asian Popular Culture, 2 (2): 103-126. Fuller, C. J., 2001, “The ‘Vinayaka Chaturthi’ Festival and Hindutva in Tamil Nadu”, Economic and Political Weekly, May 12, vol.XXXVI-19: 1607-1616,



V Body, Power, and Society Weeks 10, 11 (= 4 classes) C1 Babb, Lawrence A., 1983, “Sathya Sai Baba’s Magic”, Anthropological Quarterly, 56 (3): 116-124. Hancock, Mary E., 1990, “Saintly Careers among South India’s Urban Middle Classes”, Man, n.s., 25 (3): 505-520. C2 Alter, Joseph S., 1993, “The Body of One Color: Indian Wrestling, the Indian State, and Utopian Somatics”, Current Anthropology, 8 (1): 49-72. Menon, Usha, 2002, “Making Śakti: Controlling (Natural) Impurity for Female (Cultural) Power”, Ethos, 30 (1/2): 140-157.
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C3 Berti, Daniela, 2007 (2000), “The Bhūt’s lie”, unpubl. English transl. from Chap.8 of La Parole des dieux, Paris, CNRS. Desai, Amit, 2008, “Subaltern Vegetarianism: Witchcraft, Embodiment and Sociality in Central India”, South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, 31 (1): 96-117. C4 Nichter, M., 1992, “Of Ticks, Kings, Spirits, and the Promise of Vaccines”, in C. Leslie & A. Young, eds., Paths to Asian Medical Knowledge, Berkeley, University of California Press: 224-253. Menon, Dilip M., 1993, “The Moral Community of the Teyyattam: Popular Culture in Late Colonial Malabar”, Studies in History, 9 (2), n.s.: 187-217.



VI Changing relationships, ideas, and practices Week 12, week 13 (= 4 classes) C1 Daniel Smith, H., 1995, “Impact of 'Gods Posters' on Hindus and Their Devotional traditions”, in L. A. Babb & S. Wadley, eds., Media and the Transformation of Religion in South Asia. Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass: 23-50. Kapur, Anuradha, 1993, “Deity to Crusader: The Changing Iconography of Ram”, in G. Pandey, ed., Hindus and Others: The Question of Identity in India Today, Delhi, Penguin Books India: 74107. C2 Fuller, Christopher J., 2003, “The Agamas and Priestly Education”, in The Renewal of the Priesthood. Modernity and Traditionalism in a South Indian Temple. Princeton University Press (chap.4):80-113. Srinivas, Tulasi, 2006, “Divine Enterprise: Hindu Priests and Ritual Change in Neighbourhood Hindu Temples in Bangalore”, South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, 29 (3): 321-343. C3 Shah, A.M., 2006, “Sects and Hindu Social Structure”, Contrib. to Indian Sociol., 40 (2): 209-248. Babb, L.A., 1986, “The Puzzle of Religious Modernity”, in J. R. Roach, ed., India 2000: The Next Fifteen Years, Riverdale: 56-79. C4 de Munck, Victor C., 1994, “Sufi, Reformist and National Models of Identity: The History of a Muslim Village Festival in Sti Lanka” Contrib. to Indian Sociol., 28 (2): 273-293. Horstmann, M., 1995, “Towards a Universal Dharma: Kalyan and the Tracts of the Gita Press”, in V.Dalmia & H.von Stietencron, eds., Representing Hinduism. The Construction of Religious Traditions and National Identity, New Delhi, Sage: 294-305.
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