The Anthropology of Religion, Magic, and Witchcraft by Rebecca L. Stein and Philip L. Stein
The Fourth edition of R. L. & P.L. Stein’s ‘The Anthropology of Religion, Magic, and Witchcraft’. Was published in 2017. The title and indeed the contents of the textbook is of note in that it focuses on ‘small-scale’ and ‘traditional’ societies and not just large societies or religions like many other introductory books on anthropology. However, this is a deliberate move by the authors. On the first page of the introduction, the authors detail the term ‘anthropological perspective’ as an approach to anthropology that compares “human societies throughout the world—contemporary and historical, industrial and tribal.” They later describe that this requires not only a holistic approach to the societies of the ‘world religions’ but also of small-scale and traditional religious traditions and societies; such as the Azande who are a large cultural group living in southern Sudan and the north-eastern Democratic Republic of Congo. This focus on the many thousands of local and traditional groups is due to the book’s theme of the ‘human universals’ (common traits found in every human society): “This book will expand the subject matter to include and focus on lesser- known religious systems, especially those that are found in small-scale, traditional communities. As we do this, we want to look for commonalities as well as to celebrate diversity.” (pg.1)
When reading this book, I became apparent of the authors’ intentional omission of phrases such as ‘primitive’ and replaced them with words such as ‘small-scale’ and ‘traditional’. This is significant because it is representative of the paradigm shift in the anthropological study of religion and anthropology as a whole. Terms such as ‘primitive’ are pejorative and originate in a colonial and Eurocentric worldview and by dismissing them in the introduction, the authors are minimising the potential for bias and notions of a hierarchy, or superiority of, certain cultures over another. A focus on an unbiased and objective view of the anthropology of religions is essential for the authors to fulfil their ambition of identifying the human universals. In my opinion, the book was largely successful in maintaining its impartiality. This is of very great importance for the book’s purpose of a textbook for new students of anthropology of religions because it sets an example of anthropology requiring impartiality and the anthropological perspective. The book carried out its role as a textbook very effectively throughout its twelve chapters, gradually introducing the holistic study of the role of religion in a human society by giving examples of various religious traditions and what their practises of religion, witchcraft, and magic can teach us about how they live. It also teaches the necessary groundwork for a modus operandi that is impartial, detached from pre-conceived notions, and focused on an objective mindset. 
However, perhaps due to the book’s stresses on objectivity and impartiality, it means that the topics were not explained as deeply as they maybe should have been for an introductory level textbook to the anthropology of religions. Many topics are discussed (from mythology to gods and spirits) and many terms are defined (including distinctions between magic, witchcraft and religion) but the textbook as a whole is more ‘breadth’ than ‘depth’ as it is trying to point in the direction of examples for and against the notion of ‘human universalis’ proposed in the introduction. On the other hand, this style is more suited to the textbooks target audience. The textbook maintains an ‘easy reading’ style so the reader is not bored or deterred by an overabundance of advanced academic anthropological terminology and theories. As an introduction to anthropology of religions, it is very well written with an engaging written style that is kept in context with a vast collection of intriguing religions, cultures, and societies. Unlike many textbooks, the content was expanded upon and topics are embellished with pictures and diagrams that also serve as landmarks that help to keep the reader from becoming bored. The book is informative enough that it sufficiently provides enough of an understanding of anthropology of religions to be deepened by one’s instructor/lecturer. However, the absence of some information was apparent. For example, the textbook has no developed segments on some modern ethnographic populations (i.e. urban gangs or prison inmates). This is a downside and is an example of the book not being wholly introductory to the anthropology of religions.
Personally, I believe the selection of topics to be very well selected. I enjoyed the textbook’s focus on magic and witchcraft as I believe it allowed for a wider scope of topics to be discussed. Many practices of small-scale and traditional cultures would perhaps not have been discussed if the textbook focused only on the conventional anthropological definition of religion. The inclusion of wider categories of spirituality like magic and witchcraft meant that the book was able to discuss the similarities and differences between as many different groups than if the book had solely focused on ‘religion’.
The book is very well written and includes a wide breadth of knowledge and enough depth to provide the foundations for further learning. The authors try to keep the textbook interesting with images throughout although at times the writing style can be a little dry. This is somewhat mitigated by the many examples of cultures and religions explored which makes each topic slightly different and allows to contextualise the content that the authors are trying to explain. The book meets its purpose as an informative and introductory textbook to accompany lessons in anthropology of religion. It is a useful book that uses contemporary and post-colonial terminology with an anthropological approach that is both unbiased and objective.
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