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Songs of  Power and Appeasement:
The Magic/Religion Distinction in

Cherokee Songs and Prayers

Jay Laughlin

I began my study of  religion as a hobby years before I formally entered
the academic world.  During my informal studies I never gave much
thought to just what religion is.  I gleaned the bookstore shelves in
sections marked “Religion,” never considering why some books ap-
peared on these shelves and others appeared on the “New Age and
Occult” section.  My study of  religion was simple — my conceptions
were dictated by the bookstore shelves.  Upon entering college to study
religion formally, I still had not given this question much thought until
a class on Native American traditions challenged me to consider how
“religion” is classified.  Religion suddenly became much more compli-
cated.

In my research on the Cherokee tradition, I found myself  hav-
ing to explain why I was including such “secular” activities regarding
love and medicinal practices in an essay on religion.  Love and medi-
cine in modern Western conception are almost entirely secular.  If
someone has an illness and wants to be healed, they usually do not go
to their local religious leader.  Nor does one go to a religious leader for
help in attracting a member of  the opposite sex.  However, within
traditional Cherokee culture, a religious leader was often approached
for just these purposes.  So it was necessary for me to find theories that
justify placing “magic” within the interpretive paradigm of  religious
studies.

In his book The Golden Bough (1890), James G. Frazer postu-
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lated a theory of  magic and religion, the difference between the two,
and an evolutionary model for their development.  He cited examples
from a wide range of  cultures throughout the world to support his
argument, including a few examples involving the Cherokee people of
North America.  In this essay, I will examine the use of  particular
songs and prayers by the Cherokee to see how these practices correlate
with Frazer’s interpretation of  magic and religion.1  It turns out that
when applied to the Cherokee, Frazer’s distinctions between magic and
religion are permeable and, therefore, offer weak support for his evo-
lutionary model.  This model is a product of  a specifically Victorian
anthropological paradigm, which held that all aspects of  human cul-
ture became more sophisticated and complex through the passage of
time.

According to Frazer, the difference between magic and reli-
gion lies in how unseen forces govern the world, and how people treat
those forces.  Within the magical worldview, animate and inanimate
impersonal forces govern the world.  A survey of  cultures where magic
prevails reveals that these supernatural forces are thought to be em-
bodied in various sites, ranging from rocks and trees, to rivers and
mountains, to heavenly bodies such as the sun, moon, stars and sky,
and to humans and spirits.2  Frazer writes that magic “assumes that all
personal beings, whether human or divine, are in the last resort subject
to those impersonal forces which control all things, but which never-
theless can be turned to account by anyone who knows how to ma-
nipulate them by the appropriate ceremonies and spells.”3  In contrast,
he defines the religious worldview as “a propitiation or conciliation of
powers superior to man which are believed to direct and control the
course of  nature and human life.”4  That is, instead of  impersonal
forces that govern the world through magic, there are personal and
conscious forces operating in religion.  Thus, magic encompasses a
belief  in supernatural powers that can be controlled by humans, while re-
ligion encompasses belief  in superior powers that control the world
and practices that sought to appease those powers.

The late nineteenth century was witness to an influential theory
in Western science, Darwin’s theory of  natural selection.  Though
Darwin dealt specifically with biology, other disciplines soon embraced
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the evolutionary model.  Based upon this theory, it became a wide-
spread belief  that not only did humans evolve biologically from primi-
tive origins, but so too did culture and society, including human belief
systems.  This model inevitably placed Western culture, practices, and
belief  systems at the apex of  the evolutionary ladder.  All other peoples
were regarded as inferior in some way.  This fundamental assumption
was operating when Frazer developed his evolutionary model of  magic
and religion.

Frazer’s evolutionary theory can be depicted as a rather short
ladder:  two rungs and a top step.  On the bottom rung is magic, the
least advanced form of  human thought.  As time progressed, people
began to notice that the associations made by magic were false, for
they yielded no results.5  Eventually, humanity advanced in its thinking
and moved up a rung to religious belief.  According to Frazer, belief  in
personal spiritual agents and gods was more advanced than a mere
association by similarity; even beasts associate things by likeness.  The
apprehension of  personal spiritual agents who governed the world,
therefore, required a “far higher degree of  intelligence and reflection.”6

From this rung the next logical step was to the top of  the ladder,
scientific thought.  This top rung served as the basis for modern West-
ern civilization and, naturally, the ivory tower from which Frazer gazed
down in judgment.

Frazer begins his explanation of  magic by identifying two fun-
damental principles that are characteristic of  magic:  the law of  similar-
ity, which operates in sympathetic magic, and the law of  contact, which
underlies contagious magic.  Each of  these principles operates on an
assumption that these laws are universal and are not limited to human
actions.  In general, sympathetic magic is based on the principle that a
cause produces a like effect.  This law of  similarity also characterizes
Western scientific reasoning.  Both magic and science attempt to con-
trol the world, but Frazer argues that magic is a false science, or science’s
“bastard sister.”  “The fatal flaw of  magic lies not in its general as-
sumption of  a sequence of  events determined by law, but in its total
misconception of  the nature of  the particular laws which govern that
sequence.”7  Magic is distinguished from science in that magic makes
mistaken associations of  cause and effect.  The control that it attempts
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is based on “false laws” rather than the “natural law” of  science.  An
example of  a magical association would be for a person to attempt to
produce rain by imitating the sound of  rain.  According to Frazer, this
principle of association is essential to the operation of human thought,
however, it is a false association.  If  it were true, magic would then
become a science.8

At the heart of  the law of  similarity lies an emphasis on meta-
phor and imagery to enact an effect.  According to Frazer, the mistake
made is the assumption that objects which resemble each other are
connected, indeed, that they are the same.9  Applying the principle that
“like produces like,” the manipulation of  one object will, likewise, have
an effect on the other.  The most familiar version of  this type of
imagery is in the use of  effigies to cause injury to a person, what is
commonly referred to as the “voodoo doll.”  Western Cherokee Alan
Kilpatrick provides a further extrapolation of  Frazer’s law of  similarity
as “a set of  mimetic actions designed to transfer the empowering su-
pernatural properties of  plants, animals, or inanimate entities to other
human beings.”10

The law of  contact operates on the principle that “things which
have once been in contact continue ever afterwards to act on each
other.”11  A popular example of  this principle is the belief  that a con-
nection exists between a person and severed body parts, such as hair
and nails.  This connection allows the one in possession of  the severed
parts to manipulate the person to whom the parts belonged.  The
voodoo doll is also an example of  contagious magic since body parts
are often used in its creation.

Frazer further categorized these forms of  magic by dividing
them into positive and negative forms.  The positive forms are called
charms, which operate on a principle of  acting in order to cause a
desired reaction.  That is, charms produce a desired effect.  Taboos are
the negative forms which are intended to avoid an undesirable event:
“Don’t do this lest so and so should happen.”12

Sympathetic magic is not limited to use on humans and ob-
jects; it can also operate on spirits.  Based on the laws of  magic, Frazer
treats spirits in the same manner as animate and inanimate objects:
sympathetic magic “constrains and coerces” the spirits to do the bid-
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ding of  the practitioner.13  Many elements of  sympathetic magic, espe-
cially the coercion of  spirits, are present in Cherokee songs and prayers
known as idi:gawe:sdi, or literally “to say, one.” 14  These are songs which
are vocalized in a manner that adheres to strict wording and form.
According to Cherokee conception, words have an inherent power,
especially those in the Cherokee language.  In the context of  idi:gawe:sdi,
the fundamental “likeness” necessary for sympathetic magic is con-
veyed through verbal expression.  When expressed as an incantation,
the incantator crafts an image in his mind, of  the target of  the incan-
tation, the spirits involved, and the subsequent result.

Within the Cherokee worldview the principle of  sympathetic
magic is ever present, for every action has a direct consequence, and
“[n]o action, not even a thought [goes] without some consequence or
reaction.”15  That even thought has a direct consequence is important
for understanding Cherokee conceptions of  causation, for human
thought is the primary means of  transmitting power in much of  the
Cherokee literature.  It is believed to “become supremely powerful if  it
can be focused and directed at some target.”16  Words allow the
incantator to focus his thought and increase its power, thereby increas-
ing its effectiveness.  The idi:gawe:sdi serves as a vehicle for the creation
and direction of  the incantator’s concentrated mental energy.  Like
Frazer’s general principle of  magic that requires strict adherence to its
governing laws, an incantator is also not at liberty to change the syn-
tactic structure or wording of  an i:gawe:sdi.  The language of  idi:gawe:sdi
is verbally specific, and the reciter must follow a strict adherence to
word usage and form.  “[Idi:gawe:sdi]...are bound to form rather than
content.  The desired result is held to be brought about, not by the
meaning of  the words used, but merely strict adherence to the word-
ing and the form.”17  This is consistent with Frazer’s observation that a
practitioner of  sympathetic magic can use his power only so long as he
strictly adheres to the laws governing his art.  Though the words form
images which allow the incantator to focus his thoughts, it is the cor-
rect adherence to word form which is believed to cause the desired
result.

The general length of  these idi:gawe:sdi varies tremendously, from
very brief  to very long.  However, some general patterns emerge from
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the incantations:

1.  An exclamation of  warning to attract the attention
of the spirit addressed.
2.  The spirit’s name, sometimes his color; the place
where he has his abode.
3.  Some expression extolling his power.
4.  A statement as to the cause of  the disease, the iden-
tity of  the disease causer, or the reason for which the
spirit’s help is invited.
5.  Some deprecatory remarks to the address of  the
disease, of  the disease causer, of  the enemy against
whom the incantation is being recited, etc.
6.  Some specific reason why the spirit is expected to
effect relief  in this particular instance.
7.  An emphatic statement that relief has been effected.
8.  A final exclamation.18

This is a generic structural pattern, and many of  the idi:gawe:sdi do not
incorporate all eight points.  Most of  the idi:gawe:sdi, however, will con-
tain some combination of them.

The following idi:gawe:sdi is characteristic of  the type used by
Cherokee healers known as Dida:hnvwi:sgi, or literally, “he cures them.”19

The general procedure for acquiring the services of  the healer was as
follows.  Once someone was discovered to be ill, a member of  the
family was sent to retrieve a healer.  The healer then used the beads and
cloth given to him as payment, as a divination tool to determine whether
treating the patient would be successful.  This divination could also be
used to determine who or what sent the illness.  If  the prognosis was
positive, and the healer was able to heal the patient, he then proceeded
by using a variety of  tools at his disposal.  When using an incantation,
the healer might chant or sing it, but during its recitation, he “mumbled
[the words] under his breath, and at a very fast tempo, so that neither
the patient nor anyone of  his household [managed] to catch a single
word.”20  With the exception of  hunters who used hunting idi:gawe:sdi
to kill game, these songs were not common knowledge to the average
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Cherokee.  It was possible, however, to purchase some of  these incan-
tations, especially those used for romantic purposes, from a local healer.
As a rule, the content of  these songs were closely guarded.  Not only
did this protect the power of  the idi:gawe:sdi, but it also ensured the
authority of  the healer.

This i:gawe:sdi was used for an illness caused by a ghost snake, in
which the healer called upon a snake spirit and two other powerful
spirits to drive away the offending ghost snake:

Ya!
Ha! Now, Black Snake, they have caused thee to come

down it seems.
The snake is only a ghost, it seems.
They have caused thee to come down, it seems.

The ever-living bones, the ever-living teeth it has ad-
vanced towards him, it seems.

It was only a black snake that laid itself  about the trail,
it seems.

But right now, it feigned to bite thee, it seems.
Its track would never be found.

But now the ever-living bones have been made weak;
thou art now in such a condition.

There has been hesitation it seems.
Ha! Now thou hast become faltering.

But at this very moment you Two Little Men, you Two
Powerful [Ada:we:hi], they have caused you two
to come down.

It was a black snake, it seems, but the snake is merely a
ghost, it has feigned to put the disease under
him, it seems; its track would never be found.

But now you two have come to take it away.
Where the black boxes are, you two have gone to store

it up.
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As soon as you have turned round, relief  will have been
caused at the same time.21

Here, a ghost snake is thought to have sent a nightmare, which resulted
in some form of  real eating irregularity.  Animal ghosts are different
from animal spirits in that the latter are the prototypical animals, “far
more considerable in size, power, swiftness, and all other qualities than
their earthly successors.”22  The animal ghosts are the “souls” of  indi-
vidual animals that have been slain.  The incantation offers an etiology
for the disease:  it is the result of  being bitten by a snake, whether
physical or ghostly.  Frazer would interpret this etiology as an instance
of  the law of  similarity:  the dream of  a snakebite is similar to an actual
snakebite.  To effect a cure, this incantation relies upon the Cherokee
“policy of  equilibrium” whereby “every spirit [had] one or more an-
tagonists that are appealed to in order to undo the work and to combat
the nefarious activities of  their opponents.”23  The petitioner calls upon
the Black Snake spirit to remove the ghost from the victim.

The words of  this i:gawe:sdi are an example of  how the practi-
tioner gains coercive control of  the spirits.  “Ha! now...” states the
practitioner:  the Black Snake has come to assist in the removal of  the
ghost.  The words coerce rather than persuade, they do not ask the
spirit but tell it that the task is done.  The reiterated phrase “it seems”
might appear to subvert the coercive character of  this incantation.
However, there appear to be two implied meanings for the phrase. The
first is something like “You are a powerful spirit, yet I have control —
it seems that I am more powerful,” as in lines two and four; and the
second is “It seems to be a snake but it is not — it is a ghost,” as in line
three, where the incantator’s power lies in his ability to reveal the snake’s
true identity.

The name “Two Little Men” is a “ritualism” for the Sons of
Thunder, the Cherokee archetypal hunter and powerful healer.24

“Ritualisms” are the use of alias names for deities and spirits in magical
texts in an attempt to disguise the content of these texts from others
who are nearby.  This is important since the power of  the idi:gawe:sdi
was not regarded as permanent, for it can be dissipated and weakened
by misuse or overuse.25  It is possible, therefore, to render an i:gawe:sdi



Laughlin:  Cherokee Songs and  Prayers            91

ineffective if  it were known and used by too many people.
The most striking example of  the control of  spirits comes with

the commands to the “Two Little Men.”  The Sons of  Thunder, like
their father, are also powerful healers, which accounts for why they
were called upon; but it is the reference to them as Ada:we:hi that most
reveals the magical power of  this incantation and the healer.  The trans-
lation of  the text uses the word ‘wizard,’ but the original word, ada:we:hi,
is no ordinary ‘wizard.’  Ada:we:hi is a term reserved for “a being, spiri-
tual or human, of  boundless powers.”26  So in the use of  this incanta-
tion, the healer commands some of  the most powerful spirits to aide
in healing the patient.  The Sons of  Thunder are commanded to re-
move the snake ghost and store it in the “black boxes,” or coffins.

The scattered corpus of  Cherokee idi:gawe:sdi also contain many
examples of  word images which concentrate one’s thoughts to enact
an effect on a fellow human.  This is particularly evident in much of
the erotic magic.  Like the hunting idi:gawe:sdi, the erotic incantations
could also be purchased from a healer.  Though this form of  magic
frequently commands a spirit to assist the incantator, the following
i:gawe:sdi lacks this component and is directed specifically at the target
of  the incantator’s affection:

Now! Listen!
You and I are truly set apart!

It was Decided that you think of  me.
You think of  my entire body.
You think of  me from your very soul.
You think of  me, never to forget that I walk about.

This is my name, _____.
I am a man!

The mourning doves will be calling: “Gu:le! Hu:! Hu:!
Hu:! Hu:!”
You say, you woman, that your name is _____, that
your people are _____.27
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Like the previous healing incantation, this one uses spoken words to
form an image of  the desired outcome, namely the woman’s attraction
to the man.  But the spaces for names are also an important compo-
nent of  this i:gawe:sdi.  Since words serve to concentrate thoughts in
Cherokee sensibility, the act of  naming the target here provides a more
precise image for the incantator to visualize the result of  his magic.
For the Cherokee, a name is not simply an identity tag, but part of  a
person’s essence.  By mishandling the name one can affect the person
as if  there were physical contact.  In this i:gawe:sdi both parties, man
and woman, are named to ensure that a mental image of  the desired
relationship is formed: “You will be attracted to me alone.”  The calling
of  a mourning dove, a symbol for love and bliss, draws the attention
of  the beloved.28

This i:gawe:sdi contains another characteristic that is mentioned
in an inscription that accompanies it:  it is used to “remake” tobacco.
As with many other Native American nations, tobacco plays an impor-
tant role and is powerful for the Cherokee.  To “remake” tobacco in-
volves singing or praying over the tobacco in order to infuse it with a
specific power when smoked.  The incantator applies this i:gawe:sdi when
he sings the words and directs his thoughts to the tobacco.  Here the
incantation empowers the tobacco with the ability to win the affec-
tions of  the woman.  The man then smokes the tobacco in the direc-
tion of  the woman he has targeted, and the woman will subsequently
become enamored with the man.

Though these two examples are far from exhausting all appli-
cations of  idi:gawe:sdi, they represent how these incantations fit into
Frazer’s theory of  sympathetic magic, particularly the law of  similarity.
Since using an i:gawe:sdi requires some sort of  vocalization for recita-
tion, i.e. “doing something,” they could be categorized as positive magic,
or charms.  No form of  negative magic, or taboos, will be found within
the texts of  the idi:gawe:sdi themselves.  However, there can be any
number of  unwritten taboos surrounding the idi:gawe:sdi, such as a ritual
fast before reciting the incantation.29

Generally, the law of  contagion, like taboo, is absent within the
idi:gawe:sdi.  This comes as no surprise, for much of  contagious magic
requires manual activity, and not just vocalization and concentration.
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This type of  activity is not often explicitly mentioned in the body of
an i:gawe:sdi.  But there are references to a magical influence of  a person’s
saliva.  Within the Cherokee worldview, a person’s saliva is as important
as blood, and is associated with the soul.  Though there is a belief  in a
multiplicity of  souls, the soul associated with the head and saliva is
regarded as primary.  There are also secondary souls associated with
the liver, flesh, and bones.  In the following incantation, the soul asso-
ciated with saliva becomes the target and agent of  transformation:

Listen!  Now I have come to step over your soul.
You are of  the _____ clan.  Your name is _____.
Your spittle I have put at rest under the earth.
Your soul I have put at rest under the earth.

I have come to cover you over with the black rock.
I have come to cover you over with the black cloth.
I have come to cover you over with the black slabs,

never to reappear.

Toward the black coffin of  the upland in the Darken-
ing Land your paths shall stretch out.

So shall it be for you.
The clay of  the upland has come.
Instantly the black clay has lodged where it is at rest at

the black houses in the Darkening Land.

With the black coffin and with the black slabs I have
come to cover you.

Now your soul has faded away.  It has become blue.
When darkness comes your spirit shall grow less and

dwindle away, never to reappear.  Listen!30

The sinister tone of  this i:gawe:sdi is no accident, for its purpose is to
cause death.  The color symbolism reflects this, since black is the color
of  death, and blue is the color of  depression, failure, or a faltering
spirit.31  This i:gawe:sdi requires the incantator to acquire some of  his



94            Chrestomathy:  Volume 1, 2002

victim’s saliva.  Once in possession of  the victim’s spit, the incantator
could gain possession of  the man’s life.  The spit combined with the
dirt on the ground formed a clay which the incantator placed in a small
tube.  This tube was then buried under a tree that had been struck by
lightning.32  Once this was accomplished, it was believed that the victim
would soon die.  His soul no longer had a path in this land, but his path
was “stretched out in the Darkening Land, the land of  death.33

These examples show how Cherokee idi:gawe:sdi fit Frazer’s in-
terpretation of  magic, and they do not fall within his definition of
religion.  The characteristics of  the idi:gawe:sdi rely upon a belief  in
impersonal forces and a person’s capacity to control them, not upon
an attempt to appease the superior powers that control the world.  So
it looks like the Cherokee worldview would be best described as magi-
cal.  However, there are also Cherokee songs and prayers with charac-
teristics that Frazer would characterize as “religious,” and the presence
of  these songs and prayers within Cherokee culture casts doubt on
Frazer’s strict distinction between magic and religion.

During the early nineteenth century an ethnographer named
the Reverend Daniel J. Butrick, who lived with the Cherokee for al-
most 30 years, wrote a very extensive account of  Cherokee beliefs and
ritual practices which are now part of  the John Howard Payne Manuscripts
located in the Newberry Library at the University of  Chicago.  And
many of  the practices described by Butrick would have to be described
as religious.  For instance, Butrick’s manuscripts record an important
ritual song known as the Yo:wa.  According to Butrick’s informants, the
Cherokee were commanded by a being named Yi:ho:wa to celebrate a
feast known as First Fruits on the first new moon in August.34  The
song’s name was a contraction for Yi:ho:wa, and was said to be created
by Yi:ho:wa himself.  He instructed them on how and when to use it.
The song, like the name Yi:ho:wa, was not to be used in ordinary situa-
tions.  It was only sung on specific occasions by specially trained sing-
ers.35  The Yo:wa goes as follows:

Hi yo wa ya ka ni.
Hi te hu yu ya ka ni.
Hi wa ta ki ya ka ni.
Hi hi wa sa si ya ka ni.
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Hi a ni tsu si ya ka ni.
Hi yo wa hi ye yo ya ka ni.
Hi a ni he ho ya ka ni.36

There is no English translation for this song, for the Cherokee of  the
early nineteenth century had forgotten the meaning to the words.  The
song was sung in the “old language” whose archaic meaning had be-
come lost a few generations before Butrick’s ethnography.37  Regard-
less of  what the words mean, we can still designate it within Frazer’s
model of  religion based upon the story associated with its origin.  That
is, this song was used not to command and coerce the spirits, but to
appease Yi:ho:wa, who commanded the people to use it during an an-
nual ritual.

Curiously the idi:gawe:sdi are entirely absent in Butrick’s ethnog-
raphy.  However, according to Mooney, the idi:gawe:sdi were passed on
orally from “remote antiquity” until they were written down once the
Cherokee alphabet was invented. 38  So the idi:gawe:sdi should have been
present during Butrick’s stay with the Cherokee.  Perhaps Butrick’s
occupation as a minister and his motivation for working with the Chero-
kee can provide us with a clue about the absence of  these incantations.
Daniel Butrick was a New Presbyterian minister who was studying the
Cherokee to gather information that supported a claim that they were
one of  the ten Lost Tribes of  Israel.  Being a Christian Reverend he
meant to make a connection between the Cherokee Yi:ho:wa and the
Judeo/Christian YHWH.  (Here the Reverend, who subscribed to a
religious worldview, ironically sought to connect the Cherokee with
the distant tribes of  Israel with his own brand of  “contagious magic.”)
Also, many of  the Cherokee practices were thought to be similar to
those contained in the Hebrew Scriptures.  It seems likely that idi:gawe:sdi
were used by his informants but Butrick left them out of  his ethnogra-
phy because he was looking for similarities with Judaism.

Butrick’s own religious commitments might cast some doubt
on his reliability as an ethnographer, but whether or not Yi:ho:wa has
any connection to YHWH, the practices he described are clear in-
stances of  attempts to appease a spirit, and thus would count as reli-
gion in Frazer’s sense.  Actually, it is possible (though also a matter of
some controversy) that the Cherokee did have prior contact with Chris-



96            Chrestomathy:  Volume 1, 2002

tians — most plausibly, with the Spanish, decades before the English
arrived in “Carolina” — and that the similarities between Yi:ho:wa and
YHWH are a real result of  this contact.  In fact the Cherokee have
constantly been able to syncretize their own traditions with European
religious traditions.  In my own fieldwork with the Cherokee I was able
to learn this valuable lesson.  The Cherokee have a variety of  belief
systems that frequently overlap:  traditionalists, the Native American
church, and different denominations of  Christianity.  One Cherokee
healer was quoted as saying, “When I conjure, I go by the word of
God...In ceremonies, I use the name of  the Lord.  When somebody’s
sick, you take him to the creek and wet his breast by the heart.  It’s like
the spirit gives him strength, like baptism.  He can feel it. . . . If  it wasn’t
[for] the power of  the Creator, you couldn’t make anything move.”39

Here what Frazer distinguishes as “magic” and “religion” are com-
bined within an individual.  Some of  the idi:gawe:sdi are infused with
phrases from Christianity like “in the name of  the Father, Son, and
Holy Ghost,” which further confuses the distinction.40  While Frazer
admitted that magic and religion could co-exist in a culture, he did see
them as opposing tendencies:  the “magician” and the “priest” would
always be at odds with each other.  But this is not always the case.  If
Cherokee practices were not already infused with religious as well as
magical elements, the Cherokee have certainly come to see these ele-
ments as not necessarily opposed.

It is true that Frazer’s model of  sympathetic magic is useful for
understanding Cherokee religious practices involving the idi:gawe:sdi.  It
is a definition that some Cherokee anthropologists, including Alan
Kilpatrick, are comfortable with.  Few can deny its applicability in this
context.  But beyond this context, the usefulness of  Frazer’s distinc-
tion is far less clear.  Frazer never left his armchair in the library, for he
learned about other cultures in the same way I began, by gleaning the
bookshelves.  The obvious problem with this is that cultures and reli-
gions are much more complex than what can be learned solely from
books and especially unreliable ethnographies.  The distinction between
magic and religion may be clear in theory, but in practice the line be-
tween them blurs and often fades to nothing.  After all, “magic” and
“religion” are Western categories imposed upon other cultures.  When
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asked “what is the Cherokee religion?” the Cherokee themselves often
reply, “being a Cherokee.”  For in the Cherokee language there is no
word for “religion.”  Likewise, the Western distinctions between “magic”
and “religion,” or between “secular” and “sacred,” were not histori-
cally made within their culture.  These issues also pertain to many other
cultures mentioned in The Golden Bough.  Perhaps Frazer would have
become aware of  these issues had he left his armchair in the library,
learned other languages, and spoken with some of  the people he com-
mented upon.  This is not to say that we should abandon these catego-
ries, but it should remind us that they are our categories.

And what of  the evolutionary model?  I cannot fault Frazer for
proposing his theory, but he lacked the fieldwork needed to support it
in application.  Like so many other Victorian comparativists, he as-
sumed that Western scientific civilization was the most advanced, so
naturally the others must fall somewhere behind.  Yet it is difficult to
understand why he thought religion, which affirmed the existence of
superior powers that controlled the world, was any more “advanced”
than the magical worldview, which sought to control the world.  In his
model, magic and science, the lowest and the highest rungs, shared
similar concerns with controlling the natural world.  The religious
worldview, then, seems anomalous in this evolutionary narrative, a kind
of  digression.  And since we have seen that his basic distinction be-
tween magic and religion can vanish in application, the theory has a
shaky foundation at best.41

Nevertheless, there is evidence that the Victorian evolutionary
paradigm still prevails.  Its influence can be seen in the “World Reli-
gions” textbooks which begin their survey with “primitive” indigenous
religions and work their way towards the “advanced” monotheistic tra-
ditions.  Though I am impressed with his voluminous work The Golden
Bough, Frazer’s evolutionary theory should be seen for what it is, an
antiquated theory that justifies Western ethnocentrism.  But while we
as scholars may claim to be “beyond” this paradigm, we are essentially
subscribing to it by even making such a claim.   We should not say that
we are more “advanced” than the Victorian anthropologists.  Instead,
scholars need to work to eliminate this paradigm on two fronts.  First,
we need to develop a different model of  classification for cultural be-
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lief  systems, one that represents other cultures with greater integrity.
Second, the labels on the bookstore shelves suggest that as scholars we
need to expand our influence outside the academic circle and into the
rest of  our society.
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are “dead.”  However, some fundamentalist Christians prefer the ar-
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