[bookmark: _GoBack]Fiona Bowie’s ‘The Anthropology of Religion’ offers an insightful introduction to contemporary themes and debates within the field, drawing links between its controversial history and some of the ongoing discussions within anthropological discourse. Bowie explores the diverse and multi-faceted aspects of religious experience, belief and practice across the world, rejecting any notions of simplicity and dismantling any rigid definitions the reader might have anticipated to find, or already had in mind. A strong emphasis is placed on the importance of adopting a ‘reflexive’ approach when undertaking ethnographic research. However, this warning is not limited to those conducting fieldwork in anthropology but extended to the reader as well, inviting us to become aware of the ways our particular worldview and previous exposure can limit and distort any image we might create of the ‘other’ while engaging with anthropological data.
Bowie begins her introduction by charting the various approaches to the study of religion, addressing the weaknesses inherent in the attempt to define what she described as a ‘fluid and contextual’ category, whilst introducing the reader to the limitations of the ethnographic enterprise. The author distinguishes the anthropological study of religion from that of theology or interfaith studies, asserting that the nature of anthropology is predominantly phenomenological, in that it brackets out questions of the truth or falsity of belief claims, instead seeking to understand a society’s beliefs and practices in the context of its culture, environment, history and politics. Bowie is adamant to point out the risks in focusing too heavily on any one factor or function of religion. She critiques the functionalist approach for being characteristically ahistorical, though not denying the important role religion plays in structuring society – an error for which Malinowski’s psychological approach, to pick one example, has been accused. Additionally, Bowie does not shy away from addressing anthropology’s colonial past, replete with ethnocentric bias, which she, like many other scholars in anthropology, is keen to distance herself from. This points to one of the key challenges for the ethnographer, in recognising the subjectivity of their own accounts and their limited capacity to accurately interpret or translate the myths, rituals, behaviours and beliefs of the ‘other’ to their audience.
In the following chapters, Bowie explores the interesting and complicated links between symbols, social boundaries, identity construction, gender and power dynamics. Covering research by Mary Douglas, Judith Okley and Mikhail Bahktin, she looks at the universality of the body, how it is paradoxically both controlled and used as a symbol to express resistance to cultural norms, roles and expectations. Symbols, she explains, have the opportunity for multiple readings and meanings. She examines the ways that biology, nature and culture interact to develop diverse scripts for relating to the environment, to objects, to the opposite sex and other ‘outsider’ groups. Similarly, she explains the ways in which religious sanctions, cosmologies and rituals are constructed in response to particular experiences of their environment, and how they can then be used to justify and maintain established systems, classifications and hierarchies. Furthermore, she accentuates the importance of understanding that societies are not homogeneous, but are made up of individuals, who have their own ways of experiencing their own culture and responding to it, often through the manipulation of the very symbols and scripts that have been given to them. In doing so, she addresses the issue of power dynamics within the relationship between the ethnographer and the society being studied, pointing to how the ethnographers own culturally inherited ideas of gender roles and relations can influence their experience and interpretation of those being studied, leading to gross misrepresentations. Here, she provides some insight into the recommendations put forward by feminist scholars on how to combat some of these limitations through a reflexive, ‘dialogical’ methodology, but is reluctant to accept this as the final word, presenting some of her own views on possible negative consequences of such a remedy.
The importance of cosmologies in orienting human societies in the world is touched upon in the chapter on Religion, Culture and Environment. Cosmologies are said to both condition and be conditioned by the society itself. Here, Bowie presents Roy Rappaport’s critique of the West’s ‘atomised’ and destructive cosmology, pointing to how many in contemporary society are seeking to recognise the interconnectedness of all living things through new syncretic religious and ecological movements. The desire to find new ways of relating to the world is also seen in the rising Western interest in shamanic practice, a form of religious behaviour on which Bowie sheds some light and understanding as she seeks to deconstruct a term which has been widely misused and misappropriated. Again, the author underscores the importance of resisting any simple universal explanations which ignore the dynamism and relativity of religious behaviour. Comparisons are made between the dangerous, self-sacrificial, and explicitly social role of the Shaman who operates on behalf of the group, particularly in circumpolar regions, where survival is difficult and dependent upon hunting in harsh, uncertain conditions, and how shamanic practice is used for ‘personal spiritual development’ elsewhere in modernised, individualistic cultural settings such as the USA.
The admonition against making inappropriate use of terms, of which popular culture and the media are guilty of, is further extended to the term’s ‘witchcraft’ and ‘sorcery’, phenomena of which forms have been found to exist in areas ranging from Africa to Asia, to rural peasant farms in France. Central to an understanding of witchcraft is the role it plays in helping to understand and establish control over otherwise uncontrollable misfortunes which exist in everyday life. Significant links are also made between problems of social tensions and the concept of ‘limited good’ – a fundamental notion in witchcraft. The author’s scepticism of the broad use of such terms does not ignore the important function that they have for the scholar’s task in making cultural comparisons, but simply recognises the tensions that exist within anthropology due to the heterogeneous nature of religion and belief. 
This is followed by a brief look at the ‘mentalities’ debate, which includes some of the many arguments against making rigid distinctions between the ‘rational’ Western mind and the so-called ‘primitive’ mind. A debate on which Bowie herself has vocalised her stance in other works (Bowie, 2014). Clear from the pages in this book, is her invalidation of historical predictions about the death of religion as a result of scientific reasoning. Bowie argues that the role religion and magic play in making sense of the complexity of life can, and does, operate and co-exist with modern, scientific modes of thought, which are often reserved for the world of academia and not necessarily operant at the level of the general public or private life. Often, it seems, ‘belief’ is not the central aspect of religion or religious behaviour anyway, but the practices and experiences themselves are what is important to people.
Overall, the book provides an exciting opportunity to traverse a range of divergent ways of perceiving the world in which we live, approaching the subject with the sensitivity and respect it deserves. Repeatedly, Bowie urges her audience to remember that, contrary to what they might think, religious beliefs and practices are not abstract – to be classified in the minds of ‘armchair’ anthropologists and philosophers -  but embodied, active and heavily dependent on the social and material world which people inhabit, and their individual experiences of and responses to it.
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