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1.Saturday lecture in the Assembly Hall of the United
States National Museum, May 16, 1896.





The science called ethnology claims as its field of research the study
of all racial characteristics of man. It deals not only with his physical
features, social grouping, and geographical distribution, but also
with the products of his hand and mind, his thoughts and feelings.
No race or individual is so low in the scale of being as to be utterly
devoid of some idea of the supernatural, and as this is a universal
human characteristic it is naturally one of the subjects which presents
itself for study by the ethnologist. The study of the evolution of
supernatural ideas, like that of all other human characters, ought not
to be limited to a few favored races, nor should the term “religion,” in
its scientific use, be restricted to any group or race of man. It must be
broad enough to embrace the supernatural conceptions of all men, low
and high in the scale. No poor or insignificant grouping of men and
women should be regarded too wretched to be studied, and the scientific
man can not overlook any if he is loyal to scientific methods. A
generalization which is built on limited knowledge of the religious
characteristics of a few men or those of gifted races will as surely
fail as a general law of linguistics based on the language of any one
of the great races to the neglect of others. There was a time when
naturalists overlooked the lowest animals in their studies of the evolution
of organic life, but now it is universally recognized by biologists
that we must look to the most inferior animals for a solution of many
problems connected with the highest. In studies of the development
of the supernatural in the mind of man the same thing is true. The
laws of the evolution of religious thought can not be scientifically
studied if the culture of primitive man is neglected. Unless I am
greatly mistaken, the roots of some of the purest spiritual conceptions
reach far down into savage and barbarous stages of culture.

We are accustomed to designate the crude supernatural ideas of
savage and barbarous peoples as cults, and every cult will be found
on examination to be composed of two complemental parts, known as
mythology and ritual. Around the former group themselves the various
beliefs regarding the supernatural, and about the latter the processes
by which man approaches and influences these supernal conceptions.
This bifid strand runs through all supernatural ideas, from
those of the savage to the civilized man. As nature has thus united
them, they must always be considered together in scientific studies.
We have seen in one of the previous lectures of this course how certain
arts of man are affected by environment. I shall endeavor to show a
connection between ceremonial practices and climatic conditions, which
are, I take it, essential factors of environment. For an illustration, I
have chosen the influence of an arid climate upon the ritual of one
cluster of American Indians.

There are certain common components of all cults which are as widely
spread as the races of man and exist independently of surroundings,
while there are others which are profoundly affected by environment.
Our subject especially deals with the latter, and as the ritual is capable
of more exact scientific analysis, I have in mind to discuss the modifications
in it which can be traced to purely climatic causes.

To simplify the elements of the problem we must choose not only a
primitive form of ritual, but also as far as possible one which has been
but slightly modified by the introduction of foreign influences, and
hence other environments. We must avoid as much as possible complexity
due to composition. It is a very difficult task to determine the
aboriginal cults of any primitive people, for modifications resulting
from contact with other races are present almost everywhere we turn.

Every cluster or grouping of men known to me is composite in its
character. Yet the task is not wholly hopeless or beyond our powers.
The work before the American student is facilitated by the fact that
we have still living in our country surviving members of the American
race who, on account of isolation, have been slightly modified by
foreign influences. I wish this afternoon to call your attention to one
of these, and to discuss the influences which environment has exerted
on their ritual.

The people concerning whom I shall speak are commonly called the
Mokis, although they prefer to be known as the Hopi. They live in a
region of Arizona, which from its discovery in the middle of the sixteenth
century, has been designated Tusayan. The Hopi or Tusayan
Indians belong to the so-called village or pueblo people—the peculiar
culture of prehistoric Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Utah.
While what I shall say especially concerns one group, it may in a general
way be applied to the culture of a wide territory called the pueblo
area of the southwestern part of the United States. In a natural
sequence a discussion of the effect of environment would follow a
statement of the distinctive characters of the physical features which
characterize surroundings; and in order that you may have an idea
of the climatic conditions of Tusayan, let us take a few moments to
consider these peculiarities of the environment. In physical features
this province is a part of the great arid zone of the Rocky Mountains, to
which in former times was given the name of Great American Desert.
It lies in the northeastern part of Arizona, about 90 miles from the
nearest village of white men on the south and about the same distance
east of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado. On all sides it is isolated
by dry deserts, a dreary extent of mountains, mesas, and arid plains
about 6,000 feet above the level of the sea. No permanent streams
of water refresh these parched canyons or fields, and the surroundings
of this isolated tribe, organic and inorganic, belong to those characteristic
of desert environment. The rains are limited in quantity—liable
to fail at planting times, although later in the summer pouring down
in copious torrents, that fill the depression by which the water is
rapidly carried away from the thirsty fields. Springs of permanent
water are small and weak, and when abundant, poor and hardly potable.
In this unpromising land a few less than 2,000 Indians strive to
maintain themselves by agriculture from a barren sandy soil which
a white farmer would despise.
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