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I Primal Religions( 1 )

Rw=E ()

Niels C. Nielsen et al.

Typical Characteristics

3

Primal religions are frequently, though by no means always, found in technologically primitive
settings. It is conceivable that in certain cases they represent religion in its earliest form of develop-
ment, though it is perhaps more likely that their evolution has merely taken a different direction, or
even that some primal religions represent a degenerate stage.' But since primal religions may be ex-
traordinarily subtle and complex, generalizations of this sort are dangerous. Primal religions often cor-
respond to ethnic, linguistic, or tribal boundaries. They are usually found in preliterate societies and
therefore generally rest on oral traditions. They are virtually inseparable from their surrounding cul-
tures, so that they may have no distinct name or identity. A striking and all but universal feature is
their focus on spirits and spirit worship, or on still more rudimentary supematural powers. They may
not make discernible distinctions between natural and supernatural, except to give priority to the power
of spirits and the spirit world.> By any assessment, primal religions are both numerous and diverse.

But there are more important characteristics.

The Focus on Power

The primary question most educated people in the West would ask of a religion or world view
would be, “Is it true?” The question of truth may be asked in many different ways. It may refer to a
religion’s history, or to its chief doctrines, or to the basic world view it presents, or to the claims it
makes, or to its general account of human experience.’ One’ s understanding of truth may be relative or
absolute, subjective or objective, personal or propositional, existential or rational. One may view truth
as a basic correspondence between thought (or language) and reality, as a matter of internal theoretical
consistency and coherence, or as some form of pragmatic justification for beliefs, whether that justifica-
tion is personal, social, or scientific.® But in whatever guise it appeaxé, the question of truth is likely
to loom very large in the mind of a person with a modern Western education. If a religion is fundamen-
tally false, then it is difficult to take it seriously, except in studying its role in society and culture.
Primal religions rarely display a similar concem for the question of truth; instead, most primal religions
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turn on the question of power.

People in primal societies frequently view life as an unending series of terrifying encounters in a
constant struggle for survival against threats from nature, disease, death, and above all else, malicious
or demonic spirits that pervade everything.” The ceaseless quest to survive and overcome these threats
has led such people to devise a wide range of coping strategies. Each of the tactics may be seen as an
attempt to appease, ameliorate, deflect, defeat, or in some way protect against the power of forces that
would otherwise be their undoing.® The strategies may be preemptive, to ward off potential attacks or to
encourage prosperity and good fortune. Or they may be in response to troubles which have already de-
scended.” But the concerns are ever present.

Survival Strategics

People in primal societies typically observe taboos. Taboo is a Polynesian word referring to an
act, object, or person considered dangerous because of inherent spiritual power, special consecration,
or ritual uncleanness.® Taboos usually require people to keep their distance from the person(s) or
object(s) in question or to refrain from engaging in proscribed activities. It is common, to take one ex-
ample, for menstruating women to be considered taboo and therefore to be segregated from the rest of
the group, especially from men.” Certain foods may be taboo, to be eaten only on pain of severe pun-
ishment, even death. Sanctions are crucial in maintaining taboos, and may extend into an afterlife.
The taboos in some tribes may be fairly limited, straightforward, and easy to follow; but at least to an
outside observer they more often appear to be intricate, complex, highly demanding codes of behavior.

Fetishes are objects imbued with the power of spirits. Whether natural objects or human artifacts,
they are frequently treated as if they are conscious and capable of willful behavior.”® People talk to
them, worship them, pray to them, offer sacrifices to them, coddle them, abuse them, or otherwise
relate to them as if they were individual personalities. Idols, figurines, amulets, charms, masks,scep-
ters, and clubs are just a few of the many forms fetishes may take.' Other objects, not necessarily
considered fetishes, are also laden with supernatural powers. A high percentage of primal societies rec-
ognize a sacred tree or a sacred pole which is at once the center of the tribe, its religious life, and the
universe itself, yet also a kind of nexus between time and eternity, sacred and profane."” These in-
clude the Cosmic Tree, the Tree of Life, the Tree of Knowledge, special poles or columns or spires
standing by themselves or as part of a larger edifice, sacred spears or staffs, and so forth. Well-known
examples include totem poles and Maypoles, though the religious rites surrounding the latter have
largely been lost. Some such symbols survive into major religions, whether the phalluses prominent in
some Hindu temple courtyards or the Christian cross. Certain numbers and geometric forms are also
widely recognized as embodying strong magical properties, among them the numbers one, three, five,
seven, and twelve, and the sac.red square and the even more potent circle.” These quasi-mathematical
elements may be incorporated into fetishes, though they also have many other uses and expressions.

Magic is as basic to primal societies as science and technology are to modem civilization. Both
are in a certain sense dedicated to the same purpose, the control and manipulation of reality.' Magic
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simply assumes reality has more dimensions than science would normally recognize. Magic takes many,
many forms. Witchcraft relies primarily upon psychic powers, while sorcery must employ material ob-
jects to achieve its goals. If the objects used are directly related to the person upon whom the spell is
being cast, then that form of sorcery is also known as contagious magic ." Homeopathic or imitative
magic attempts to harm an enemy by attacking the enemy’s picture or some representation of the in-
tended victim.'® Wizardry is an especially wise, learned, or crafty use of sorcery. [anguaée itself is
seen as inherently powerful and potentially dangerous. Magic spells may be invoked purely by saying
the proper blessing, curse, or incantation.

No aspect of a language is more important than the use of names, so great care is given to nam-
ing. While the distinction is frequently made between white magic and black magic, such a demarca-
tion largely depends upon the desired results. Especially in societies without a developed notion of eth-
ics, magic is good or bad based strictly upon whether one gains or loses by it."

New Words and Expressions

primal /'praimel/ a. BHIN, R

primitive /' primitiv/ a. JRIGHY, b # RITAGR, AR IBH
conceivable /kon'si:vobl/ a. W LAUAEE|EY, ] LAARAR (Y, AT RERY)
evolution /ii: vo'lju: fon/ n. K&, HAL,HA

degenerate /di’dzenarat/ a. JELHY, BB, IBILHY
generalization /,dzenorolai’ zeifon/ n. 1E3E, 19

ethnic /'eonik/ a. FRE, AR

boundary /'baundori/ n. 5,75

preliterate /pri’literst/ a. &AXFHFLEH

spirit /'spirit/ n. R, ¥ ;R

worship /'wa:[ip/ n. 274U, 3F

supernatural /;sju: po’neetforal/ a. #AHIRK, A LRI E; W
assessment /o'sesmont/ n. PEE, TEH

diverse /dai've:s/ a. WIEEBAHK, ZFEHD

doctrine /'doktrin/ n. HE,H X

unending /an’endiyy a. FCARIEH), TR, TLFH K

encounter /in'kaunts/ n. Ei8;H1E R,

malicious /ma’'lifos/ a. FBEEM,FLARRH

demonic /di: 'monik/ . HESK, MBI KK

pervade /po’veid/ vt. &, K18, BE - HHRIT
quest /kwest/ n. K, HK

devise /di'vaiz/ vt. it HlE ;KR

tactics /'taektiks/ n. A, KEE

appease /o'pi:z/ wt. FE, &M, R, LK



ameliorate /o'mi:ljoreit/ vt. ME, MR

deflect /di'flekt/ vt. {FRF}, 0

undoing /' an'du:in/ n. BRK, IR

preemptive /pri'emptiv/ a. SE&MHAH)

prosperity /pros’periti/ n. HE, 5%, 2

descend /di’send/ v . %4147

observe /ab’'zo:v/ vt. ESF

taboo /to'bu:/ n. R, EEIEHEEE,ABIE
Polynesian /,poli'ni: zjon/ a. WHFIEFEE(N)K
ritual /'ritfusl/ a. AGNHY, FLACHT SR BUNRHY , 24
uncleanness /' an'kli:nis/ n. ANif, {58

proscribed /prau’skraibd/ a. ZEIFH,HERH)
menstruate /'menstrueit/ v . R A% ,174

sanction /'seepkfon/ n. AbTi,FETY

fetish /'fi: tif, 'fetif/ n. It 55, 1B1%

artifact /' a: tifeekt/ n. A5

pray /prei/ vi. 4 HTHE

sacrifice /'sakrifais/ n. %k, 5, B 5 R
coddle /'kodl/ v. 3%, 5%, A

abuse /o'bju:z/ vt. B P RIS ; BT

idol /'aidl/ n. 1H&

charm /tfa:m/ n. 5830, FF50

mask /ma:sk/ n. THE

sacred /'seikrid/ a. X

pole /poul/ n. 5,

nexus /'neksos/ n. HRKFR,EES

etemity /i'to:niti/ n. ZKIE ;R KA

profane /pra’fein/ «. HHAGR);15R MY

cosmic /'kozmik/ a. FHM;ABITFN, T KEAM
staff /sta:f/ n. H2,8, B

totem /'toutom/ n. &%

May-pole n. (FEMZAEFMN) TLAM/DES 0T HMAT HESEBK R A 52
phallus /'feles/ n. (YEASFEXTRE)) BHATHIMESR
magic /'medzik/ n. BB, EAR

manipulation /monipju’leifon/ n. I, FEH
witcheraft /'witfkra:ft/ n. &R

sorcery /'so:seri/ n. AR, FBAR

spell /spel/ n. FF5L, 5015
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vietim /'viktim/ n. $E¥E,ZEH
wizardry /'wizadri/ n. EAR, KA
incantation /inken’teifon/ n. 5LIE, JUAF; &S50
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. Primal religions are. . .a degenerate stage . JfUIfi 7 Z0HE ¥ & TREE G st 7, (HHIEEE
W, AR, EREER T ENRET SENER KR, BRI, FHEH
G EAE  WARRER T A — N, EERFNREERIEZEETIMBRLER,
by no means = H“4 A" ; technologically primitive BB “FHEEE" .
. A striking and. . . the spirit world. JEZAZ=E M) — N T Em AR SR, EXRERE AR
HMAMEREFE SEREEANBARNE. CIITERAEERFERABER S
B, RAREREX RN 8 B R 1R A X HEAM . make (discemible) distinctions
between. .. : Xf---FH{T (AT BERIHI ) X 43, give priority to: EEH ;&5 R, B
#1, We should give our priority to education. (BRI ZLEH EEE ) spirits: KR, AT
SR ROEAR A RFET A SHZE, BASMMEAR B RN E M3 T
sty Ak AR B RS , BB ANE AR, ERWSELE P E RN
B, BRI AWFILEA, HE5FER P}, BAT UM BAREBIFERER, &
KRR T YR REFRYZFFE 5K RS FETIHR,
. The question of . . .of human experience. 5320 F) EFME AT LIRIR Z AR 7 . B BEv LL3s
—FRB L, AR FRE, B RRMBEA M F W, B S, SENA
LB SR
. One’s understanding of . . .social,, or scientific. —{~ AN B A B 7] e RABXT 0, AT RE 2
YEXTIY AT RER A, BRI RERZ WM ; AT RER D AN AW, AT BER A ; T AR =7
FE 3 SR, AT RE I £ X, BRI E e R (EE T ) ML Z A i B AR
A, W LI EER IS NTESE — i, SESRE M e v, A EIER A
K A BRER . view. . .as. .. #Eeeee B o BN, 1 view truth as God’s Word.
(FOA N EBR LA HIETE/E ) a basic correspondence between thought and reality: EAE 1
BALZ (Bl B9 3E A —F, pragmatic justification for bliefs: {5 RIIELH:
. People in primal. . . that pervade everything. AL 7EJRIEHE SN, & H A MEBE— R
Ttk LRI g3 4 A — 4 8RNI 50k B K H AR B 50 SE TR G Y
AR, BEENRE S TAAERNEESMRAEL S, UFBAFR LR, stuggle for sur-
vival against: 4 THEE - HA7F, B, The patients struggled for survival against the
disease . CH T A RN SERIE LG ) above all (else) : BRHEE AL, that pervade every-
thing(¥Fi& F—Y)FY 2 L) EE BN, B malicious or demonic spirits (R HATR ) .
. The ceaseless quest. . .be their undoing. TE3RAEFISTARB IR RHEER H , B2 HAN]
B T 2R ZAERIDIN R . B S T B o S T NOIR seAck 2 K
AT R, URM TR B, BT R L R A E . led such people to. . . :
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

EASIF e o in some way: LAZEFF A K, protect against. ..: RIF(FENFARFZ -
B4, HI4, Many measures have been taken to protect against the disease. (BRI TRE
R, DR AN TR R 2% ) that would otherwise be their undoing( A<k 3 45 ftb i
15 AR E ) the power of forces I ETE M A]

. The strategies may. . . have already descended . X 45 5% B 1] G /2 55 & il AT, FISRIRES B AE R

Yok, B R SRS . BATBERXIT O ERENMERI KR, ward off: HEFY4, good fortune:
¥32, KMo in response to: [EJW, which have already descended £ troubles fJRE 1& M),

. Taboo is a. . .or ritual uncleanness. 2t R— MEF]JEFI W IRIE , 5 AR 2L B H N 7E ROXE #

B Rk S, 8 X T R BANERANS , TTBA  —ER AT 2 B

. It is common. . . especially from men. L4115, 1T S M IR W BOIA N B AR, B HE

HEHEENERARSE AR SE AR, to take one example ZIf AR, BER 214
F" - 10 be segregated from: 5---++ [T

. Fetishes are objects. . . of willful behavior. #J## (FEYIH I FEXT R ) BIFLR B T R K E

Y. FERKEATHEDERAEY, CATEFHLERARIAN, MERSHAEC
FIEEITHE, 4151 imbued with the power of spirits (% # R 1) 1 & FT B Y /3 Y ) 1EE
& 1B objects,

Idols, figurines, amulets. . . fetishes may take . fBR /DR P EFF A5 EE AUBL UK
W, RRZM NP E LA LR, fetishes may take & 18 M4, 1811 the many
forms, TEIZEIRMAIH, KA that HTEMATPIERETE, BTLIAME T o take the form(s)
of; KH----- R, Ha0, Jihad is the form that patriotism takes within the Islamic Umma. (7€
B RER, BB E LEE R EL LX)

A high percentage. . . sacred and profane. £ ff 2 — &8/ I B LR+ S BEAA $E % (7 T HEE
HLG RBEE SO, BT E PO R — R, B RO Y, AR e B RSN 5
AIE M5B ZE AR, a high percentage of: 1R & EL )8, which is at once the
center of the tribe. . . sacred and profane &€ i ] , fE1i a sacred tree or a sacred poleo
Certain numbers and. . . more potent circle. FeEe ¥ F LM B M, Z IR FEKY
B, HhaFE— = 5. b P MENARBULEREGANREE., XEPER
MR RERZER Y L, SERYHFRAE N, BelTEaF S MM RARME
X, embodying strong magical properties: REL T (B A )R KK BE 7, be incorporated into:
EJ‘ ...... E*/%o .

Magic is as. . .manipulation of reality. B R X TR &, BB T AL —F
TERME X L, WER B RWRAAR, AR ERMRARLMA . Shisas ... 10 ... as
sth are to . ..: YR FWEBEMHE A Y5t WEEH—H. FII0: Love is as
basic to human beings as sunshine is to plants. (ZXt ARG HIEX Y —HEE,) ina
certain sense: fE AR X o magic: AR, RIGHSHALE, LB S LIRBMNEhESH &L
FYIR R M ESE R ZMARIIT R 0, FFRE a2 I AGA, LSRR 58
- ERh et s, B I XU R T4 R (ROSCERUK %) o

Witchcraft relies primarily. . .as contagious magic . AR F BRI R B 18, T AR N 23
.6 -



16.

17.

1.

2.

MY IR B 8o AR A 5 580 TE R R G, XFOE R B AR AR
FIBBLRA . relies (primarily) upon: (FE)IKHEi, psychic: LERM; XTHE B 2R BBUK
#I; @R B upon whom the spell is being cast (TERC A& EH5E ) 2 E 7 WA , &5 the per-
sono cast a spell upon sb: 7EF A5 FHiEiE . BI40, The witch cast a spell upon the prince
and he turned into an ugly frog. (XBREEFH LT, EFERT - R AMMFE.)
sorcery: AR/, SJREMKEE B H AR /1" X BTG IE BT R, BAEB R RS, B
EHEAME AV IR N QRO E R S & A, B0, A% F) I RF 5L 5K R 8K
Dt U NS :

Homeopathic or imitative. . . the intended victim. BT 3 S IER , LGS F,
B BARZEAR— & 7=, R BGh#

While the distinction. . . loses by it. AiT3E % X 73/ i MR AR RUATB R EAR , XM X 2 7E
RRHBRE EBORTHENSERERF ARG RER , HHRERRF TEHEEM
A&, AR R ERAE LREBREL TR TERH T o depend upon: #KH#L, BT,
$41 , Whether 1 can go to college or not will depend upon the result of this examination. (FBER
B R BUR T XIRE ISR ) developed (adj.): KLY, 584 H9o based upon: LA
""" AHRHE . B4, He made his decision based upon his father’s opinion. (fliAR$Efth 42 3
ERAEWL THE ) whether one gains or loses by it 244 18 ], £ 17 upon HIEIE

(& )

Answer the following questions:

(1) What is the striking and all but universal feature of primal religions?

(2) What do people in primal societies frequently view life as?

(3) What do the tactics that people in primal society devised attempt to do?

(4) What is taboo? Give one or two examples.

(5) What are fetishes? How are they frequently treated by people in primal societies?
(6) Name a few of the many forms fetishes may take.

(7) What forms does magic often take?

(8) How does homeopathic or imitative magic attempt to harm an enemy?

True or False

(1) Primal religions are always found in technologically primitive settings.

(2) Primal religions rarely display a concern for the question of power.

(3) The strategies may be preemptive, to ward off potential attacks or to encour age prosperity and
good fortune.

(5) Taboos usually require people to keep their distance from the person(s) or object(s) in ques-
tion or to refrain from engaging in proscribed activities.

(6) A high perceﬁtage of primal societies recognize a sacred tree or a sacred pole.

(7) Magic in primal societies is dedicated to the control and manipulation of reality .



(8) Little care is given to naming as language itself is seen as inherently powerless.

. Cloze
Complete the following passage by filling the blanks with the words given below:
human control il practised
spirit taboos totems powers

Melanesian Beliefs

Central to all Melanesian( KM HEREHE T WA H) religion is belief in ancestor-spirits
who through their access to supernatural can bring good or to their living de-
scendants. Gods, demons, land-spirits and other forces of the unseen environment also intervene in

affairs. While there is little speculation(,%i%") about the origins of the wider world,
creative gods and culture-heroes are credited with($4H{5 ) having given both the local culture and
the means of livelihood. Animals, reptiles or fish may be regarded as , providing a bond
between clan groups and their natural habitat.

Prosperity and order in the small communities depends on effective of spiritual pow-
er which shows itself in practical achievements such as successful warfare, trading, pig-rearing or
crop-growing. Gods and spirits are believed to supervise( % #.) communal morality, bringing illness
or accident to those who misbehave or break . Magic and sorcery are widely believed in
and . Spirits of the recently dead are commonly sought by the living, through divination
(&5 M), in order to discover why their death occurred. Premature deaths and suicides raise the
suspicion of sorcery, for which pay-back(f£XF,#% &) must be sought, before the _ will

be free to journey to its final destination.

. Translate the following sentences into English, using the words and expressions given in the

brackets:
1) TE5% A KE R B RIR KRR S, ATH F BB, (struggle against;
helpless)

2) MARLU, RAFEF N EANF EME IMERHEBEIX— (have trouble; tac-
tic; ameliorate )

3) MR BHERAERZEIANBE T, FRH BANRIILAEF] . (keep distance from; un-
clean)

4) IRERERAIE—R W E A MR, B 2 REE M EIF. (a holy tree; address
requests to)

5) BRIGEIRANTBRZEMEFHER, B AXF T ERGER. (ham; attack one’s

picture)

. Translate the following passage into Chinese, paying attention to the features of primal religions in-
dicated in the story:
.8 -



