
 INCLUDEPICTURE "mhtml:file:///C:\\Documents%20and%20Settings\\Abbey\\My%20Documents\\Conferences%20and%20Presentations\\Socrel%202008\\Annual%20conference\\Religion%20and%20Youth%20April%202008.mht!http://www.socrel.org.uk/bsa.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


                                                                 
Belief and Identity in Late Modernity:
 Transcending Disciplinary Boundaries
University of Sussex, Saturday 8 November 2008 10-4:30 pm

A Study Day organised by ESRC Postdoctoral Fellow, Dr Abby Day, and Prof. Simon Coleman, Department of Anthropology, University of Sussex, in conjunction with the BSA Sociology of Religion Study Group. 
Paper Summary

Being Marshallese and Christian: A case of contradictory belief-identities

Peter Rudiak-Gould, Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Oxford University

Introduction

This paper seeks to shed light on the nature of belief and identity by examining a particular puzzle in the Marshall Islands: namely, the existence, within individual Marshall Islanders, of two entirely opposite accounts of the past. I will show that this pair of beliefs is as inconsistent to locals as it is to outside observers, and that it flows directly from a contradictory pair of identities widely held in Marshallese society. Finally, I will explore how these conclusions inform our study of belief and identity.

My findings are the unexpected result of fieldwork. I originally planned to study ‘development’, but found that difficult in a country where the most common answer to the question “What problems are there in this village?” was “We have no problems at all!” As a result, I began to conduct less structured interviews, asking general questions such as “How is life these days?” and following what my interviewee wished to talk about. In doing so, I became familiar with widespread Marshallese discourses, and was particular struck with descriptions of the past. All quotes are my translation from the Marshallese.

The paradoxical past

When I asked locals about jemaan (the past), nearly all of them described a pre-modern idyll in which Marshall Islanders followed their native values of peace and harmony. This was contrasted with present-day decline due to Western influence. The following two statements—the first from a villager of limited formal education, the second from the country’s President—are typical: 

AD: I think the Marshallese traditions of the past are gone. In the past…everyone took care of each other. In the past, the old days, when a canoe broke and drifted from Majuro to Ujae, and they saw the castaways…the chief would say…’Take care of those people.’ That’s tradition…They would bring the castaways and put them with their kinsfolk…And then they would take care of each other. They took care of each other very well.

Kessai Note: There’s no question that life was better in the past. Everyone worked together, helped each other, fed each other, and made food…Nowadays, you see crime, theft and fighting. None of these things existed before because they were against Marshallese custom…No one stole and no one fought, because everyone was provided for…There wasn’t any money or things like that yet. Once Westernization, Western culture and all of those things came, people were influenced by it. They need money, and they need things that aren’t in their community.


In contrast, when I asked the same individuals about the time before Christian missionaries came, rather than the past in general, the responses were starkly different. Instead of a utopia of traditional love and wisdom, informants nearly always described a dystopia of heathen savagery and ignorance. Rather than contrasting the past with present-day decline, they contrasted it with present-day progress, and the influence of Westerners was praised rather than denigrated. ‘Marshallese people killed each other then,’ informants typically said. ‘Life was dark. Now we have received the light of God from the missionaries, and we love each other.’ ‘People hadn’t learned to pray and fear God yet.’ ‘You would say hello to a person by spearing them.’ ‘People slept unsoundly, for fear of being ambushed.’ ‘They would bury their chiefs alive, because they were not yet enlightened by Christianity.’ ‘The islands used to be overrun by spirits sent by the Devil. Now there are fewer, because people learned from the missionaries to pray to God.’

Is this pair of beliefs truly contradictory, or does it only appear so to an ethnographer? All indications are that the two beliefs are as vexingly inconsistent to locals as they are to outsiders. Witness the hesitation and equivocation in the following response to the question ‘How was life before the missionaries came?’, after the informant had just told me that life ‘in the past’ was idyllic:

Well, yes, life was good and Marshallese custom was still there, but, because the word of God from the missionaries hadn’t arrived yet, they [pause and hesitation] I don’t know. According to Marshallese people, they say it was dark. Like the night, dark. [Pause] Nowadays they have a way of [pause, trailing off]. They took care of each other, but there were times they killed each other. But the chief still remained then. Sometimes they violated [trailing off]…But they took care of each other. Not everyone did…


Most tellingly of all, when I called informants’ attention to the apparent inconsistency of the accounts, they had no ready response. On the contrary, they seemed unsure or even mildly disturbed. Rather than cheerfully explaining how the two beliefs harmonized with each other, or regarding me quizzically for having asked such an obtuse question, the informants would search hesitantly for an ad hoc solution. Most were unable to find one.

Thus, the evidence points strongly to the conclusion that the two beliefs simply exist side by side, activated in different situations, with no urgent need to be woven into a single tapestry (except, perhaps, when a nosy ethnographer demands it). This is not merely to repeat the finding that people can hold subconscious beliefs that contradict their explicit discourse (Gombrich 1971), but to say that individuals can hold explicit, conscious beliefs which contradict each other. Recent work in anthropology, inspired by findings in cognitive science, supports this theory (Astuti 2007; Whitehouse 2007).

Two beliefs, two identities


How are we to explain this phenomenon in Marshallese society? Where do these two contradictory beliefs come from, and why do they not need to be reconciled with each other? My answer is that they flow from two identities. The belief in the ‘bad old pagan days’ supports the Christian identity, and presumably arose during missionization in the mid-to-late 19th century, when locals wished to express a radical rejection of their pagan past and thus ingratiate themselves to the missionaries and other powerful outsiders under whose sway they now lived. Meanwhile, the belief in the ‘good old authentic days’ supports the Marshallese identity, and has most likely arisen in the last several decades as part of indigenism – an ideology that, by praising local values over foreign influence, supported the Marshallese campaign for political independence from the United States, which was achieved in 1986. Since the two identities originated at different times for distinct reasons, nothing guarantees that they are logically compatible. And since they support different agendas, both of which are necessary for contemporary Marshall Islanders (to portray themselves as modern while also celebrating timeless tradition), they must coexist despite the friction between them.

Indeed, in Marshallese accounts, the contrast between then and now is so stark, so artful, that it is easy to believe that it draws more upon ideology than upon history or memory. Such a device is employed by people in every society. Often unknown or dimly remembered, the past can function as a blank slate upon which people inscribe ideologically appropriate stories. It may be used to express values (Hodgson 1968), to legitimate claims for valued resources in the present (Appadurai 1981), and to bind people together with a common understanding of their origins (Connerton 1989). As one scholar says of the Islamic historians whose work he analyzes, ‘for our two historians, accuracy to “fact” was much less important than validity as to life-vision’ (Hodgson 1968: 62).

Lest the reader think that I am calling the Marshallese irrational, let me make it clear that I believe them to be no more so than anyone else. For instance, educated Westerners often carry equally contradictory beliefs about the past. We say “One must be careful in this day and age”, presupposing moral decay. Yet we also say “I can’t believe they still do such terrible things in this day and age”, presupposing moral progress. Believing six contradictory things before breakfast (to adapt a phrase of Lewis Carroll’s) is not a peculiarity of the Marshallese, but a penchant of the human race. 

Conclusion: the complexity of belief and identity

I have tried to show that as identities depend upon beliefs, paradoxical beliefs will be found as often as paradoxical identities. Just as individuals can engage in ‘situational ethnicity’, presenting themselves as members of different groups in different contexts, so too can they engage in ‘situational belief’, expressing (and believing) different ideas in different contexts. The site of argumentation is not just in the public space between individuals, but in the private space within individuals as well.

This complicates the study of belief. If individuals can and do harbour multiple incompatible ideas, then no single description of a worldview, no matter how thorough and nuanced, can capture an individual’s belief system. Rather than stating that person A believes X, we must state that person A believes X in situation 1, Y in situation 2, and so forth; and we must also state whether the individual consciously connects and reconciles the various ideas or merely allows them to exist in parallel. The same, of course, is true of identity.

This also suggests that religious belief and identity may not be as total as its adherents often claim. Although an individual may insist that his religion is his core identity and worldview, determining his orientation towards all things, this is not necessarily the case. Without being aware of it himself, he may carry other beliefs and identities, emerging in other contexts, which contradict the religious ones.

These complications exist even if we are only examining conscious, explicit beliefs that can be discovered through interviews. When we take into account subconscious, implicit beliefs that can be discovered through observing behaviour, the complexity multiplies. Yet, by bearing this complexity in mind, our study of belief and identity can be very fruitful indeed.
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