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For Many Anthropologists, Using The Term "supernatural" In A Definition Of Religion Is a complex and often
debated issue. The term "supernatural" has long been a staple in the study of religion, serving as a descriptor
for the phenomena and entities that lie beyond the natural world and scientific understanding. However,
anthropologists have increasingly questioned the utility, accuracy, and cultural neutrality of this term
when defining religion across diverse societies. This piece explores the historical context, the debates
surrounding the term "supernatural," alternative approaches to defining religion, and the implications for
anthropological research.

Historical Context of the Term "Supernatural" in Religious Studies

Origins and Evolution
The term "supernatural" gained prominence in the 19th and early 20th centuries as scholars sought to
categorize religious phenomena. It was rooted in Western philosophical and theological traditions that
distinguished between:
- The natural world, governed by laws of physics and empirical observation.
- The supernatural realm, comprising divine beings, spirits, and otherworldly forces.

This dichotomy influenced early anthropological and religious studies, framing religion largely as a belief in
entities or powers beyond the natural order.

Common Uses in Definitions of Religion
Many classic definitions incorporated the supernatural element, for example:
- Emile Durkheim's view of religion as a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things.
- Mircea Eliade's emphasis on the sacred and profane, with the sacred often associated with supernatural
realities.
- The idea that religion involves beliefs in supernatural beings or forces that influence human affairs.

While these perspectives provided a foundation for understanding religious phenomena, they also reinforced a
binary view that may not align with how all cultures conceptualize their spiritual beliefs.

Critiques of Using "Supernatural" as a Defining Feature

Cultural Bias and Western-Centric Perspectives
One of the primary critiques by anthropologists is that the concept of the "supernatural" is heavily embedded
in Western notions of dualism and dichotomy. Many indigenous and non-Western societies do not conceptualize
their spiritual realities as "supernatural" but rather as integral to their natural world and worldview.

Key points include:
- The term assumes a separation between natural and supernatural that may not exist in other cultures.
- It reflects a Western epistemological framework that values empirical science over other ways of knowing.
- Using "supernatural" risks imposing a category that may distort or oversimplify indigenous beliefs.



Ambiguity and Vagueness
The term "supernatural" is inherently vague, often conflating diverse phenomena:
- Spirits, ancestors, gods, and magic are all lumped together under a single label.
- Such broad categorization ignores the nuanced differences in how cultures understand and relate to these
entities.

Consequences:
- It can lead to superficial or inaccurate representations.
- It hampers cross-cultural comparison by imposing a Western framework.

Questioning the Ontological Status of "Supernatural" Entities
Anthropologists argue that labeling certain beliefs as "supernatural" presupposes that these entities exist
outside the natural order, which may not be the case from the cultural perspective of practitioners.

Considerations:
- Many cultures see spirits, ancestors, or divine beings as real and integral parts of their reality.
- The Western scientific view often dismisses such beliefs as mere superstition, which ignores the social,
psychological, and spiritual functions they serve.

Alternative Approaches to Defining Religion in Anthropology

Given these critiques, many anthropologists advocate for more inclusive, culturally sensitive definitions that
do not rely on the concept of the "supernatural." Some of these approaches include:

Religion as a System of Meaning and Practice
Instead of focusing on supernatural entities, religion can be understood as:
- A set of symbols, beliefs, and practices that give meaning to life.
- A way of organizing social life and maintaining social cohesion.
- A framework for understanding human existence, morality, and the universe.

Examples:
- Rituals that reinforce social bonds, regardless of whether they involve supernatural beings.
- Mythologies that explain origins, morality, or natural phenomena without invoking "supernatural" labels.

Focus on the Function of Religious Practices
This functionalist perspective examines:
- The social and psychological roles of religion.
- How religion helps individuals and communities cope with life's challenges.
- The ways in which religious practices reinforce social norms and values.

Emphasizing Cultural Context and Local Terminology
Anthropologists often prefer to:
- Use the local vocabulary and categories to describe spiritual beliefs.
- Recognize that what Westerners label as "supernatural" may be understood differently by practitioners.
- Respect the internal logic and meaning systems of different cultures.



Implications for Anthropological Research and Understanding

Enhancing Cross-Cultural Understanding
By moving away from the concept of "supernatural," anthropologists can:
- Better appreciate the diversity of spiritual beliefs.
- Avoid ethnocentric biases that interpret other cultures through a Western lens.
- Foster respectful and accurate representations of indigenous religions.

Promoting Cultural Sensitivity and Respect
Recognizing the limitations of the "supernatural" concept helps:
- Prevent misinterpretations that dismiss or diminish indigenous beliefs.
- Encourage researchers to engage with local terminologies and worldviews.
- Support the preservation of cultural diversity in spiritual expressions.

Broadening the Scope of Religious Studies
This shift allows for:
- A more inclusive understanding of religion that encompasses secular, non-theistic, and non-dualistic beliefs.
- The study of how humans create meaning, community, and identity through various practices, regardless of
supernatural attribution.

Conclusion: Moving Beyond "Supernatural"

For many anthropologists, the use of the term "supernatural" in defining religion is increasingly seen as
problematic. It often imposes a Western-centric, dichotomous framework that does not accurately reflect the
beliefs and practices of diverse cultures. Instead, contemporary anthropological approaches favor definitions
that emphasize meaning, practice, social function, and cultural context. These perspectives foster a more
nuanced, respectful, and comprehensive understanding of human spirituality and religious expression.

By recognizing the limitations of the "supernatural" concept, researchers can contribute to a richer and more
accurate portrayal of world religions, emphasizing the diversity of human belief systems without unnecessary
Western conceptual constraints. This ongoing shift underscores the importance of cultural sensitivity and the
need for anthropologists to continually reflect on the language and categories they use to study the
complex tapestry of human spirituality.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do many anthropologists avoid using the term 'supernatural' when
defining religion?

Many anthropologists avoid the term 'supernatural' because it imposes a Western-centric perspective and can
imply a hierarchical distinction between natural and supernatural realms that may not align with indigenous
beliefs.



How does the use of 'supernatural' in defining religion impact cross-
cultural understanding?

Using 'supernatural' can obscure the diversity of religious beliefs across cultures by assuming a common,
Western-defined realm beyond the natural, thus limiting accurate cross-cultural interpretation.

What alternative approaches do anthropologists use instead of the
'supernatural' terminology in defining religion?

Anthropologists often focus on beliefs, practices, symbols, and social functions of religion without relying
on 'supernatural,' emphasizing cultural context and meaning rather than metaphysical categories.

How has the concept of 'supernatural' evolved in anthropological
discourse on religion?

The concept has become more critically examined, with scholars recognizing it as a Western construct that
may not reflect the worldview of all cultures, leading to more nuanced and context-specific definitions.

In what ways can the term 'supernatural' be misleading when studying
indigenous religions?

It can be misleading by implying the existence of a realm separate from the natural world, which may not be
relevant or accurate for understanding indigenous cosmologies that integrate spiritual elements into everyday
life.

What are the implications of using 'supernatural' in academic discussions
about religion?

Using 'supernatural' can reinforce Western biases and hinder a comprehensive understanding of diverse religious
systems, prompting scholars to adopt more culturally sensitive and descriptive language.

Additional Resources
Supernatural: Rethinking Its Role in Defining Religion – An Expert Analysis

---

Introduction: The Complexity of Defining Religion

In the realm of anthropology, defining religion has long been a subject of debate and nuance. While many
scholars have attempted to craft precise, universally applicable definitions, one recurring challenge is how to
incorporate the concept of the supernatural—a term that carries a multitude of interpretations and
connotations. For many anthropologists, using the term supernatural within the definition of religion is
problematic, complex, and sometimes even misleading. This article explores the reasons behind this stance,
examining historical perspectives, conceptual issues, and contemporary debates surrounding the use of
supernatural in defining religion.

---

The Historical Context of the Term "Supernatural" in Religious Definitions

Historically, the term supernatural has been central to many classical definitions of religion. Early scholars,
such as Edward B. Tylor and James Frazer, emphasized the belief in spirits, gods, or other entities beyond the



natural world. Tylor, in his seminal work Primitive Culture (1871), defined religion as "the belief in spiritual
beings," implicitly invoking the supernatural as a core component. Similarly, Frazer's The Golden Bough (1890)
centered around rituals and beliefs concerning supernatural forces.

These approaches, rooted in 19th-century anthropological thought, viewed the supernatural as an essential
element—something that distinguished religious phenomena from secular or scientific explanations. The
assumption was that religion involved belief in entities or forces that operate beyond the natural laws of
physics and biology.

However, as anthropology evolved, scholars began to question whether supernatural should hold such a
privileged status in defining religion. The limitations of these early definitions became apparent, especially when
encountering diverse belief systems that do not fit neatly into categories emphasizing supernatural phenomena.

---

Conceptual Challenges of Using "Supernatural" in Definitions

1. Ambiguity and Vague Boundaries

One of the key issues with the term supernatural is its lack of precise boundaries. What counts as
supernatural? Is a spiritual force, an ancestral spirit, or a divine being all supernatural? Different cultures,
and even different individuals within cultures, may interpret these entities variably.

Examples of ambiguity include:

- Spirits of ancestors: In many cultures, ancestors are revered and believed to influence the living. Are these
spirits supernatural? For some scholars, yes; for others, they are part of a natural social reality.

- Supernatural vs. natural: Some belief systems incorporate entities that are seen as part of the natural
order, such as deified ancestors, making the boundary between natural and supernatural blurry.

- Psychological phenomena: Experiences like visions or spiritual encounters may be viewed as supernatural by
believers but are often explained as psychological or neurological phenomena by scientists.

2. Cultural Relativity and Variability

The concept of supernatural is heavily dependent on cultural context. What one society considers
supernatural, another may see as natural or entirely explainable within its worldview.

For example:

- The Yoruba believe in a pantheon of gods (Orisha) who are actively involved in the world—these might be
considered supernatural in some contexts but are viewed as real beings with tangible influence within their
worldview.

- Indigenous Australian beliefs involve ancestral beings and Dreamtime stories that are integral to their
understanding of reality, but labeling these as supernatural imposes a Western interpretative framework that
may not be appropriate.

This cultural relativity complicates the idea of using supernatural as an overarching criterion for defining
religion.

3. The Modern Secular Perspective and Scientific Worldview

In contemporary scientific and secular thought, supernatural entities are often dismissed as nonexistent or
outside the scope of empirical investigation. This perspective influences anthropological debates because:

- It risks dismissing or marginalizing indigenous and religious beliefs that do not conform to scientific
naturalism.



- It can inadvertently privilege certain worldviews over others, implying that supernatural beliefs are less
"valid" or "real" than scientific explanations.

Consequently, some scholars argue that relying on supernatural as a defining feature may be ethnocentric or
culturally biased.

---

The Debate Among Anthropologists: To Include or Not to Include "Supernatural"

Arguments for Including Supernatural in Definitions

Proponents of including supernatural in the definition of religion argue that:

- Many religious systems explicitly involve belief in beings, forces, or realms beyond the natural world.

- The supernatural is integral to the rituals, myths, and worldview of numerous faiths.

- It provides a clear, if somewhat broad, criterion that distinguishes religious phenomena from secular or purely
cultural practices.

Examples of such definitions include:

- "Religion involves beliefs in supernatural agents or forces." (Tylor)

- "Religion is the belief in supernatural beings or powers capable of affecting the natural world."

This approach emphasizes the supernatural as a central feature to capture the core of religious experience
across cultures.

Arguments Against Using Supernatural in Definitions

Critics highlight several issues with this approach:

- Cultural Bias: Imposing the supernatural as a universal feature may reflect Western biases, neglecting
religions or spiritual practices that do not explicitly involve supernatural entities.

- Exclusion of Certain Beliefs: Some religions or spiritualities may focus on ethical or philosophical systems
without reference to supernatural beings—such as certain forms of Buddhism or secular humanism.

- Overgeneralization: The term supernatural is too broad and vague, risking conflating vastly different
phenomena under a single category.

Notable scholars such as Clifford Geertz and Talal Asad have argued for more nuanced, context-dependent
definitions that do not rely solely on the supernatural.

---

Contemporary Perspectives and Alternative Approaches

1. Functional Definitions

Instead of focusing on the supernatural, some anthropologists prefer to define religion based on its social
functions, such as:

- Providing meaning and purpose.

- Reinforcing social cohesion and moral codes.



- Explaining the unknown or coping with existential anxieties.

This approach sidesteps the issue of supernatural entirely, emphasizing the role and effects of religion rather
than its content.

2. Phenomenological and Symbolic Approaches

Other scholars focus on the experiential and symbolic aspects of religion:

- Religion as a set of shared symbols and practices that evoke a sense of the sacred.

- The importance of rituals, myths, and spiritual experiences, regardless of whether they involve supernatural
beings.

This perspective values religious phenomena for their cultural meaning rather than their ontological claims.

3. Cultural and Contextual Definitions

Recognizing the diversity of religious expression, some define religion contextually, emphasizing:

- The specific beliefs, practices, and institutions within a particular society.

- That what counts as religion in one culture may differ from another.

This approach minimizes reliance on supernatural concepts, favoring a more inclusive and flexible understanding.

---

Practical Implications for Anthropological Research

The debate over supernatural in defining religion has practical consequences for anthropologists:

- Fieldwork and Data Collection: Researchers must be cautious in categorizing beliefs. Labeling practices as
supernatural may impose outsider assumptions.

- Interpreting Beliefs: Anthropologists strive to understand beliefs within their cultural context, avoiding
ethnocentric biases.

- Cross-Cultural Comparisons: A rigid focus on supernatural phenomena may obscure similarities or differences
between religious systems.

- Ethical Considerations: Respect for cultural beliefs requires sensitivity, especially when terminology like
supernatural carries negative or dismissive connotations in some contexts.

---

Conclusion: Moving Beyond the "Supernatural" in Defining Religion

The consensus among many contemporary anthropologists is that the term supernatural is problematic when
used as a defining criterion for religion. Its ambiguity, cultural relativity, and potential for ethnocentric bias
make it an unreliable or limiting feature.

Instead, the field is moving toward more nuanced, inclusive, and functional definitions that focus on the social,
symbolic, and experiential dimensions of religious practices. Recognizing the diversity of human belief and practice
encourages scholars to adopt definitions that are flexible and context-sensitive.

In summary:

- The supernatural has historically played a central role in defining religion but faces significant conceptual



challenges.

- Its ambiguity and cultural relativity limit its usefulness as a universal criterion.

- Alternative approaches focus on functions, symbols, practices, and meanings, providing a richer understanding
of what religion entails across human societies.

As anthropologists continue to explore the vast tapestry of human spirituality, it is increasingly clear that
the supernatural—while a significant aspect of many religious systems—is not an essential or sufficient
feature to define religion universally. Embracing this complexity allows for more accurate, respectful, and
insightful anthropological inquiry into the myriad ways humans seek meaning beyond the natural world.
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