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The Sacred Transformation of Coca Cola

"If religion has given birth to all that is essential in society, it is 
                          because the idea of society is the soul of religion." (Durkheim 1912)

The "Los Altos" Highlands around San Cristóbal, the capital of the southeast Mexican state 

Chiapas, are inhabited by around 80.000 Tzotziles, who are direct descendants1 of the Classic Maya 

Civilization2 and live in around hundred villages3 around the mountains. San Juan Chamula4, a more 

wealthy5 community with around 400 inhabitants is the political and religious centre of the Tzotzil 

highlands. The religion of the Tzotzils is highly syncretic6. Being officially catholic Christians, as 

the majority of the mexican population, they merged Christ and the Sun into the figure of Our 

Father, the Sun/Christ, and merged the Virgin Mary, the Moon, and the Earth into a single female 

entity, Our Mother, the Earth-Moon/Virgin. Catholic saints, imbued with Maya characteristics, are 

viewed as helpers of the Sun and the Moon7.

Concerning their socio-historical background, it is important to stress that issues surrounding social 

integration  persist,  especially  with  white  people,  mestizos,  and  so  called  ladinos,  westernized 

indigenous people.  The Chamulas fought in several conflicts against the Mexican state over the last 

centuries8.  Today the  majority  of  the  Tzotzil  are  fighting  in  the  Zapatista  Army  of  National 

Liberation9 for social justice.  Other Tzotzil, such as those part of the pacifist group Las Abejas10, 

support  the  goals  of  the  Zapatistas  but  not  their  violent  means. In  recent  years,  about  10,000 

indigenous Tzotzil  converted  to  Protestant  sects.  This  has  led to anger  and turmoil  within  the 

communities.  As  a  result,  the  converted  left  their  villages  and  moved  to  the  outskirts  of  San 

1 The term "descendants" here refers to a linguistic trace. Tzotzil language is spoken by 265,000 people (1990 
census), and descended, like Tzeltal and Ch'ol, from the proto-Ch'ol spoken in the late classic period 
(www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=tzc).

2 For further reading on this topic see Grube and Martin (2008)
3   This number and the rest of the uncited material is based on my own observations and conversations.
4 Chamula is a prehispanic name which means Agua Espesa (engl.: water). The Community was founded after the 

defeat of the Tzotzil in Chiapas de Corzo at the year 1528 by Spanish conquerors. The place was considered as an 
establishment of three indigenous communities and was assumed under Dominican authority. (http://www.mexiko-
lexikon.de/mexiko/index.php?title=San_Juan_Chamula)

5 Concerning the general economic situation in the highlands, the history has to be taken into account. As laborers on 
coffee and sugar plantations, the Tzotzil were for centuries exploited by Europeans. With the collapse of coffee 
prices in the 1980s, sustainable employment, for many people in the highlands, became difficult. With the increase 
of the population and foreign tourism, the sale of artisan goods has replaced other economic activities. Recently, and 
increasingly, many Maya from the highlands of Chiapas migrated to other parts of Mexico, and illegal immigration 
to the United States a way to break away from subsistence farming and wages (Gerber 2005).

6    Christian and native beliefs are intertwined in all Tzotzil areas ( http://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/Tzotzil) 
7 See World Culture Encyclopedia: Tzotzil of Chamula (http://www.everyculture.com/Middle-America-

Caribbean/Tzotzil-of-Chamula-Religion-and-Expressive-Culture.html)
8    One of this conflict is the "Chamula Rebellion" of 1867 that has been extensively studied by Köhler (1999). 
9 See Gerber (2005)
10 See Kovic (2003)
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Cristóbal de las Casas. 

Located in the centre of San Juan Chamula, the 484-year-old church is frequently visited by a lot of 

Tzotzil people from all over the highlands, as well as tourist. The latter are convinced by local 

agencies that a visit to the Chamula church is by any means an adventure. The church of Chamula 

offers  its  visitors  no  banks.  Instead  the  floor  is  covered  with  hay, pine  needles,  flowers  and 

hundreds  of  thin  candles.  In  front  of  the  walls  are  the  statues  of  several  pale  catholic  saints 

positioned. According to a Tzotzil member, who I spoke to, the real Mayan gods are hidden inside 

the catholic statues who are hollow. During colonialism, when the Tzotzil were forced to convert to 

Catholizism,  this  was  how they kept  on living their  own religious traditions:  While  they were 

officially praying to the catholic saints, they in fact prayed to their Mayan Gods. 

The  smell of resin, incense and paraffin is lingering through the air. Next to the Tzotzil who sit on 

the floor uttering prayings in their mother-tongue, the visitor is irritated by the presence of three 

things: running chickens, a reasonable amount of pox, a traditional sugarcane liquor, Coca Cola and 

Pepsi batteries and a lot of people burping. Chickens are sacrificed in the church. In case of illness, 

for example, the supernatural forces who are responsible for the illness are supposed to pass over 

the chicken. Later the animal is wrapped into a plastic bag and buried. 

Pox is a sacred beverage and drunk while praying in order to get in touch with devine powers. The 

precondition of the encounter between the humans and the devine is purity of body and mind which 

is achieved by first drinking pox and then Coca Cola or Pepsi. Both beverages, the alcohol and the 

soda irritate the stomach which induces the consumers to burp. Consumers are little children as well 

as adults. Burping in this case is understood as the obligated cleansing and expulsion of the spirits 

who leave the body and release the evil from the soul. Because drinking serves a higher purpose and 

is therefore valued throughout society, drunken people in public, are quite common. 

Religion and Society
Regarding the case of the Tzotzil people in Chamula, it seems that religion and society are 

highly  interwoven,  that  religion has  a  great  impact  on  society  and  vice  versa.  This  dialectical 

relationship is examined in the sociology of religion.  Durkheim, the son of a french Rabbi, who 

became a secular  rationalist  and founder  of  modern sociology argues, that  all  religions can be 

understood as true once it is seen that what they represent is actually society. What I basically want 

to find out in the following essay is, how we generally understand religious systems if we apply this 

assumptions, and particularly, if actions and performances among the Chamulas can be explained 

through this theory. How did other thinkers deal with the dialectical relationship of religion and 

society, how is religion perceived in the Social Sciences?
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God Is Dead - Society Is Born
For Durkheim, due to his own socio-political context he grew up, where the new industrial 

age seemed to blow away traditional religious systems, the main question was: What are the glues 

that  hold  modern  society  together?  When  religion  will  disappear, how  can  moral  systems  be 

mantained (Durkheim 1961).  Religion,  he  suggests,  holds  society together  and functions  as  an 

expression of social cohesion. To fully grasp this assumption, it is important to understand what 

Durkheim meant by society and religion. In the following passage which is rather untypical for 

Durkheim`s analytic style, he argues, that we are what we are, because of society: "Society is not at 

all the illogical or a-logical, incoherent and fantastic being which has too often been considered. 

Quite on the contrary, the collective consciousness is the highest form of psychic life, since it is the 

consciousness  of  the  consciousness.  Being  placed  outside  and  above  individual  and  local 

contingencies, it sees things only in their permanent and essential aspects, which it crystallizes into 

communicable ideas. At the same time that it sees from above, it sees farther; at every moment of 

time it embraces all known reality; that is why it alone can furnish the minds with the moulds which 

are applicable to the totality of things and which make it possible to think of them" (Durkheim 

1954: 444).  

Religion, as Durkheim perceives it, "is a unified system of beliefs and practices related to sacred 

things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden - beliefs and practices which unite in one single 

moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them" (Durkheim 1954: 47). Religion in 

this sense, is an expression of our own collective consciousness which is the fusion of all of our 

individual consciousnesses that creates a moral communal rather than an individual reality of its 

own. This definition stresses that religion is  not divinely or supernaturally inspired but instead a 

product of society and therefore offers a functional account of society, since it strives to explain 

what religion does in social life. What it does in his perception is that it unites societies. More than 

that: Societies create God. This is no process that is based on a false consciousness, as Marx argued 

before him, but rather real in the moral outputs it sets on society: "This system of conceptions is not 

purely imaginary and hallucinatory, for the moral forces that these things awaken in us are quite real 

-- as real as the ideas that words recall to us after they have served to form the ideas."(Durkheim: 

1973: 160). However, looking for "facts" or axiomes that can be causally linked,  Durkheim follows 

a positivistic account.   

"Mechanic" and "Organic Solidarity"
One  of  the  most  popular  but  also  quite  problematic  analytic  concepts  of  Durkheim  was  his 

distinction  between  "mechanic"  and  "organic  solidarity".  In  "mechanic  solidarity"  the  way  it 
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appears in a  lot  of  less  complex societies,  that  are deeply shaped by social  force,  you are not 

supposed to question the authority, the faith, rather there is something like a collective memory. In 

contrast,  modern Western cultures, united by a looser and more differentiated "organic solidarity" 

(i.e., characterized  by a division of labor11 and greater population) are relatively immune to social 

forces  and enable the  flourishing  of  individual  thought. In  "organic" societies,  the  authority is 

questioned and at the same time, the society and therefore religion, which  strives more towards 

individual salvation and conscience become more individual. Hence, if people stop questioning the 

meaning, they become part of mechanic society. 

Mary Douglas who describes Durkheim as  one of the great  modern  discoverers of  "the secret 

places of the mind" because like Marx and Freud, he showed that we are not entirely who we think 

we are, but that we are shaped by forces beyond our conscious knowledge and will (Durkheim 

1997: foreword), is harshly criticizing the sociologist at this point. With the distinction between 

"mechanic" and "organic" solidarity,  he exempted our culture from the implications of his analysis 

of simpler "primitive" cultures and therefore legitimated anthropology to focus on "exotic" and 

"primitive", non-Western societies instead of turning the anthropological gaze upon ourselves.  

Applying Durkheim`s concept on the Tzotzils of the highlands, Douglas critique becomes 

evident: The Chamulas who remained officially Catholic while believing and practicing Mayan 

rituals would become part of a "mechanic" society while the Tzotzil  who were questioning the 

syncretic belief system with the catholic coat, became part of "organic" society. In labeling those 

Tzotzil "organic", evangelical sects would be considered more modern than catholic ones.

Trying to grasp the basic forms of religions, Durkheim spent fifteen years studying religion 

among Australian Aborigines who he considered to be part of a "mechanic solidarity" system. In his 

famous  Elementary Forms of Religious Life  (1954), he argues that the totems aborigines use are 

expressions of their own conception of society. When the members of the tribe gather to perform 

their periodic totem rituals, they set rules for their social order. As it is forbidden to kill or harm the 

totem animal, consequently it remains forbidden to kill or harm one’s fellow tribesmen who name 

themselves after the totem. He suggests that beliefs are concepts designed by society which are not 

just true for Aborigines, but for all societies. There is in fact no society without religion. However, 

less complex societies, as the Australian Aborigines, have less complex religious systems. The more 

complex a society Durkheim argues, the more complex the religious system. As soon as societies 

come in contact with other societies there is a bigger tendency to universalize religion to a greater 

extent. Nevertheless, they keep on inventing social rules on the basis of religion, as he describes it 

for  modern  Christian  religion:  Moral  commandments  such  as  The  Golden  Rule  and  The  Ten 

11 see Durkheim`s "Division of Labor in Society, (1997)[1893]
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Commandments are primarily social rules. Since these rules regulate human’s behavior they serve 

to maintain a sense of social unity.

Evidently, the idea of the supernatural for Durkheim is far away from being a primitive notion: "To 

be able to call certain fact supernatural, one must already have an awareness that there is a natural  

order of things, in other words, that the phenomena of the universe are internally linked according 

to necessary relationships called laws" (Durkheim 1954: 24 [emphasis in original]). To have an idea 

of  the supernatural then, it is not enough to witness unexpected events, he concludes, but these 

events have to be impossible to reconcile with an order which is - if perceived as right or wrong - 

already part of the order of things.

In the case of the Chamulas this order of things seems to be expressed in their old Mayan beliefs, 

while the social rules that are based on religion and are set up in order to hold society together, are 

deriving from colonial Spanish heritage and Catholic belief12.

Secular Religion 

Durkheim argues that religious phenomena emerge in every society as soon as a separation

 between the sphere of the profane (the realm of the everyday utilitarian activities) and the the 

sphere of the sacred (the realm that belongs to the transcendental, numenous and extraordinary) is 

made. However, an object is not per se profane or sacred. Rather it becomes profane or sacred due 

to whether men decide on the utilitarian or the extraordinary value of the respective object. Value in 

this sense means significance. The wine at the Christian Mass for example is not just a beverage but 

has a sacred significance because it is considered by the believer to symbolize the blood of Christ. 

Bottles of Coca Cola for example, as they appear in San Juan Chamula, are considered sacred by 

the  Chamulas  and  other  Tzotziles  in  the  highlands,  although  they  are  believed  to  be  simply 

utilitarian by the rest of the Mexican population. Here, a news article, explaining the sacredness of 

the beverage from an economic point of view, is worth noting: "Over the past several decades the 

caciques—local  elites  who  wield  economic  and  political  power  and  control  the  soft  drink 

concession—have convinced the faithful that pox should be drunk with Coke or Pepsi13, depending 

on who is doing the proselytizing. The caciques and their affiliated drink companies do a booming 

business—nevermind that  the beverages sell  for 50 U.S.  cents  a  can,  exactly the average daily 

income. Purchasing a soda often means not purchasing food, and Chiapas has one of the highest 

rates  of  both  malnutrition  and  Coke  consumption  in  Mexico14"  (Bell  2006). Indeed,  it  is  of 

12 see Schell (2007)

13 Currently Coke controls 60 percent of the Mexican soda market, while Pepsi has 30 percent (Bell 2006).

14 According to the giant beverage processing company Fomento Económico Mexicano, or FEMSA, each Mexican 
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fundamental importance to ask what Durkheim asked before: What is it that makes an object sacred 

and the other profane? What amkes the Coca Cola bottle sacred? He notes, sacred things can not be 

identified by the hierarchy that people put upon them. Just because a weapon is more important to a 

soldier than a carpet it does not make, according to Durkheim, the weapon holy (see Durkheim 

1954: 35). It is also not the manner in which people pay respect to a thing. For instance an amulet 

has sacredness but there is nothing extraordinary about the respect it inspires. Even towards their 

gods, people do not always act submissive but use physical coercion on them to get what they want. 

The Chamulas for example express, evidently because of their intense relationship to their saints, 

their resenment or even use violence against them. The little mirrors that the saints wear in order to 

reflect the Sun-God, got turned around if they refuse to help the Chamulas with, for example, a 

successful harvest or the proliferation of a suitable husband, although they prayed a lot for it. In the 

church of Chamula are also figures which the Chamulas destroyed or whose heads are cut off.

Another example are sheeps in San Juan Chamula who are considered to be holy because John the 

Baptist, who is the protection guard of the village, is usually painted and represented with a sheep in 

his arm. Because of this the animals are not slaughtered and their milk is not used. Some of the 

sheeps are wearing a muzzle in order to avoid that they eat the dirty weed in and next to the village. 

Only on the green hills in the hinterland the muzzle is removed. However, the sheep`s wool serves 

for clothing (ponchos), but only for the most important men of the villages: the major, police men 

and mayordomos15. If a sheep dies, it is buried in the garden.

Here it becomes obvious that the sacred world cannot survive without the profane world to support 

it and vice versa. In general, those aspects of social life given moral superiority are considered 

sacred, and all other aspects are part of the profane. In his point of view the distinctions between the 

sacred and the profane are made by groups who are united by their common symbols and objects of 

worship. Here, the weak part of Durkheim`s theory is highlighted, since external forces such as the 

Turkish state has on Islam seem to have no influence on notions of sacred and profane, according to 

Durkheim. Nevertheless, it  also becomes clear  why Durkheims distinction between secular and 

profane is useful: it allows to define religion without any reference to gods, devine or supernatural 

powers and links directly to Weber`s "Diesseitigkeitsreligion" (secular religion). Since he did not 

explicitly  explain  what  he  considered  to  be  sacred  (i.e.  what  makes  a  thing  moral  superior  to 

another), later sociologists such as Robert Bellah (1980) extended Durkheims insights in regard to 

the notion of civil religion or religion of the state. Turkish state religion for example, despite its laic 

      consumes an average of 4838-ounce glasses of Coke per year, in a country where more than 12 million citizens do 
not have access to potable water. It takes three cups of water to make one cup of Coke. (ibid.)

15  mayordormo is a person who takes on a full year of religious and administrative duty caring for the village saints, 
administrative matters, and the fiesta schedule (http://oregonstate.edu/instruct/anth370/gloss.html)
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basis has its own "sacred" things: the Turkish flag, Atatürk statues and pictures, national anthem, 

militair parades etc. (see Arextaga 2003, Navaro-Yashin 2002, Özyürek 2004).  Other sociologist 

adapted Durkheim ideas of sociology of religion in the direction of the religion of professional 

sports, military, rock music etc.

For  the  french  sociologist,  religion  is  "an  eminently  collective  thing"  (Durkheim  1954:  47), 

something that binds humans together such as the etymology of the word testifies. Religion, he 

argues, is not an asocial creation but it is society in a divinized form. "There is, for example, the 

accepted notion that a legislator can create an institution out of nothing and transform one social 

system into another, by fiat, just as the believers of so many religions accept that the devine will 

made the world out of nothing or can arbitrarily mutate some beings into others" (Durkheim 1954: 

24). The  deities  which  men  worship  are  only  projectins  of  the  power  of  society. When  men 

celebrate sacred things, they actually celebrate the power of their society. This power transcends 

their own existence that is enhanced with sacred significance in order to visualize it. Hence, religion 

occurs in social  context and is eminently social.  Following this argument, Durkheim states that 

society  only  has  to  realize  the  dependance  of  religion  and  its  transcendental  representation  of 

powers of society: "We must discover the rational substitutes for these religious notions that as for a 

long time have served as the vehicle for the most essential ideas" (Durkheim 1961: 9).

The Sigh of the Oppressed Creature
As Durkheim, Marx also perceived religion as something essential and a core obstacle for 

the usage and development of reason, which he considered the best guide for humans in general. 

Central to Marx arguments were the oppressive economic situation during the rise of European 

industrialism in which he grew up. With Engels he observed how capitalists got richer and workers 

poorer through the "surplus value", namely exploitation. Besides the exploitation, Marx argues, the 

workers are also getting more and more alienated from the things they produce. By simply selling 

their work for wages, "workers loose the connection with the object of labor and become objects 

themselves. Workers are devalued to the level of commodity - a thing (...)" (Christiano 2008: 125). 

Being told that he is an replaceable tool, the worker becomes alienated and extremely discontent. 

Exactly at this point, in Marx perception, religion enters as an "opiate for the people", an ideology 

that Marx deconstructs as a kind of misapprehension that has its own purposes: "Religious suffering 

is at the same time an expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is 

the sigh of the oppressed creature,  the sentiment of a heartless world,  and the soul of soulless 

conditions." (Tucker 1978: 53f).  In fact, religion, in Marx` eyes is part of a wrong consciousness 

that, as Durkheim also saw it, does hold the realms of society together, but only to exploit them. 
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According  to  Marx,  religion  deepened  the  social  division  between  the  rich  and  the  poor  by 

enforcing deviant interpretation of morality on the public. He believed that the economic forces in a 

society are far more powerful than the religious forces of a  society because religion is  in turn 

dependent on the economic status of the society. 

Here, again the sacred Cola comes into play since  the beverage also captures a political role: "A 

few months before each election, caciques begin providing store owners with all their cola products 

free of charge. In exchange, each store owner will support his cacique-sponsor’s preferred candidate 

in the local election, which is invariably a choice between two politicians from the Institutionalized 

Revolutionary Party (PRI)16. In turn, the customers of each store get all the cola they want for free, 

provided they vote for the owner’s candidate. This arrangement helps both the caciques and the PRI 

to retain their hold on power" (Bell 2006). In other words, the Coca Cola and Pepsi corporations, 

being  highly  intertwined  with  national,  regional  and  local  politics,  dictate  with  their  adhesion 

contracts who will be delivered with which product, as it was outlined above, due to who is doing 

the proselytizing. Can it be assumed, that global players such as Coca Cola are influencing religions 

on their notions of sacred objects?

Marx believed that religion is just an illusion that ensures that the society operates in a manner that 

is beneficial to society. This is a functionalist interpretation of religion since understanding religion 

is not due to the content of beliefs, but due to the social purpose religion serves  itself.  Just as 

capitalism  takes  our  productive  labor  and  alienates  us  from  its  value,  religion  also  takes  our 

qualities - our highest ideals and aspirations - and alienates us from them, projecting them onto an 

alien and unknowable being called a god. Thus, religion in the end always serves to benefit the 

oppressors and will never have the power to lead to social change. A reason why religion á la Marx 

is not capable to explain liberation theology or religion connected to activism for change. 

White, who studied the Islamist movement in Turkey, including its political and religious 

realms, argues against the notions of Durkheim and Weber. What binds people together, she writes, 

is neither ideology nor any particular type of organization (whether civil society or "tribe"). Rather, 

she argues from an anthropological micro-perspective, is the movement rooted in local culture and 

interpersonal  relations,  while  at  the  same  time  drawing  on  a  variety  of  civic  and  political 

organizations and ideologies (White 2002: 6). To comprehend a religious (and political)  system 

such as Islam, it is important to look at how Islam and its politics are lived and not only how they 

are theorized and proselytized (ibd.). 

Concerning the sacred Coca-Cola that plays a crucial role in the syncretic religion of Chamulas, 

16 The PRI has goverend Mexico for 71 years, until they lost the presidency in 2000 to Vicente Fox of the National 
Action Party, (PAN). Fox’s last occupation before before becoming a politician was serving as president of the 
Coca-Cola Corporation of Mexico and Latin America.
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there has been, in contrast to Marx assumption, attempts to  mediate social change that at least 

derived indirectly from the religious realm. In 2000, some Chamula community members organized 

a demonstration against the Coke-cacique nexus. However, in response, thugs burned down one 

family’s home and threatened others with beatings. In the end, about 60 families permanently fled 

the area (see Bell 2006). How religious aspects are able to shape actions of people, is the issue at 

stake for Weber.

Religion Goes Personally Motivating

While religion for Durkheim serves as an agent for social cohesion and for Marx for social 

control, Weber perceives it as a tool for social change. In contrast to Marx and Durkheim, Weber 

did not reduce religion to its essence but rather focussed on the effects of religious actions and 

inactions. In doing so, he introduced the individual into the society. What occupied him was, how 

religious ideas, individuals and groups interact with other aspects of social life, especially within the 

realm of economy. Paying respect as well to issues of class, he added the notion of status, honor and 

prestige. All in all Weber acknowledged that religion has a strong social effect that helps for the 

development of a society (Giddens 1973). 

Aiming to "verstehen" the intentions and contexts of human action, he has no interest in positivist 

claims that seek to find causes as matters of truth or evolution but rather studied the cause-effect on 

social actions. Although he believes that some general statements about social life can be made, he 

is emphasising linkages in historical narratives and particular cases, especially concerning religions 

such as Protestantism, Hinduism and Buddhism (ibid.).

According to Weber (1920), religion is understood as a response to the human need for theodicy - 

the question of how the extraordinary power of a divinity may be reconciled with the imperfection 

of the world that he created. Such questions can be: Why do people have such good fortune as 

winning in the lottery although they already are wealthy while so many others are starving from 

hunger? The other sort of responses that religion gives to people are, in Weber`s eyes, answers that 

provide opportunities  for  salvation, precisely coping and reliefing from suffering and reasuring 

meaning. While for Durkheim the attempt to reach salvation, helps people to see the world in a 

particular way, for Weber it helps people to define motivation. 

For Bloch both perceptions are inevitable, but only when used together. He illustrates the contrast 

between a Weberian approach on the one hand and a Durkheimian/Marxian approach on the other. 

Taking the example the circumcision ceremony of the Merina in Madagascar, he explains how, at 

various time stages, the circumcision has been perceived a familial ritual as well as glorification of 

a  militarist  and expansionist  state,  or  has  been  even  associated  with  anti-colonial  nationalism. 
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Describing changes that have occurred in the form of the ritual over two centuries, he argues that in 

order to understand the properties of ritual in general, it is necessary to view it over a longer time 

scale than anthropologists have tended to do previously. Adopting such an historical perspective 

enables him to identify the stability of the Merina ritual’s symbolic content, despite changes in its 

organisation, and dramatically changing politico-economic contexts. Only then rituals can perceived 

as statements and actions.

While Bloch (1996) is concerned about the historical context of religions because he fully wants to 

understand the symbolic meaning of a ritual like this of the Merina, Weber emphasis the historical 

account  of  religions  in  order  to  find  relations  between  religious  belief  and  economic  activity 

(Giddens 1973).

In primitive religions, according to Weber (2006), one prays to the gods to make his crops grow or 

get rid of enemies. In the event of a natural disaster, the kinsmen believe that the gods got angry 

with them while they continue with ceremonial sacrifices until the weather was better. In the new 

spiritual realm of modern society, the righteous individual, despite his bad fortune, follows all the 

rituals and laws of his religion can still hope for salvation. “The ideas of good and evil can develop 

separately  from  the  ideas  of  worldly  success  and  failure.”  (Weber  2006:  134).  Now,  the 

transformation of religion, as it appeared in modern capitalism allows people to work together and 

gain economic wealth.

As he  argues in  his  well  known  The Protestant Ethic  and the  Spirit  of  Capitalism,  especially 

Protestant Calvinism helped to give rise to modern capitalism. Hence, due to the interpretation of 

the ideology of English Puritans that was based on the notion that only a certain number of people 

are elected in order to avoid damnation, capitalism could arise in Europe. Since the election for 

salvation  was  based  on  God`s  predetermined  will,  puritan  leader  began  to  convince  Puritan 

members  that  they  would  have  God`s  approval  when  they  were  financially  doing  well.  This 

development led, according to Weber`s interpretation to the "spirit of capitalism" that was achieved 

through rational bookkeeping and calculated pursuit. 

Over the time the spirit of capitalism lost its religious significance and rational pursuit of profit 

became its main and only aim. Religion now encouraged a community to unite and enlarge while 

living in peace with the same moral and ethical code of conduct. However, the religious motivation, 

so  his  predicament,  would  be  more  moderate,  if  the  world  is  wholly  absorbed  by  capitalism. 

However, this predicament did not become true for today`s capitalistic societies. As it is shown by 

several studies concerning this topic (Leggewie 2005), the population of the Western capitalistic 

hemisphere, after several trends where religion was highly questioned and secularism seemed to 

gain power, strives back to religious systems. The USA, where religion was over the time more and 
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more separated from politics, religion remained an important element, as well as in civil society, as 

in public life (Leggewie 2005). Interestingly enough, the maintaining of the "religious supermarket" 

(Ruthven 1989) is not at all supported by the state. An explanation for this development, where 

religious systems coexist with capitalistic systems, can be found in the competition of sects and 

denominations that are immensely successful at this point. Since they are not able to command their 

members  they have to recruit   them. Believers are  approached as  autonomous and opinionated 

individuals,  who convert  due to their own decisions. If believers are approached as clients and 

consumers, the approach is of missionary and persuasive nature. As sales agents, the leaders of sects 

and denominations offer their religious product. Easy conversions and blossoming syncretism are 

part  of  this  strategy  (ibid.).  Out  of  this  experience Peter  L.  Berger (cit.  in  Leggewie  2005),  a 

follower of Weber, suggested to European churches that are becoming less and less successful to 

transform their  state  church  concepts  into  "McJesus,  Inc.".  Since  religious  communities   in  a 

globalized  world  are  no  longer  capable  to  proclaim self-evident  systems of  truths but  have to 

literally  compete  with  other  systems  of  truths,  today`s  religions  only  convince  through  the 

engagement and convincing power of their members - or simply by merging systems of believed 

truth and becoming syncretic as the Chamulas.

Emotional Power of Rituals

Geertz has been the major exponent of an interpretive anthropology17 inspired by Weber 

which attempts to grasp religion within a  broad cultural  domain including references  to public 

circumstances within their historical mazes. He argues that "religion is a system of symbols which 

acts to establish powerful persuasive and long lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating 

conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of 

factuality that the moods and motivations seems uniquely realistic" (Geertz 1973: 59). In this sense, 

religion is a system of knowledge used by people to deal and cope with imponderables such as the 

problem of evil, suffering and why things happen. 

Here, we can again take an example from the Chamulas in the highlands. In their perception, all hu-

man beings share a part of their soul with an animal from birth on: "The Tzotzil discern two souls in 

the human body. One,  the  ch'ulel,  transcends a human's life;  the other,  wayjel,  ties them to an 

animal outside their body. Animals and trees have a ch'ulel soul. The wayhel soul belongs only to 

human beings " (Austin 1997: 147).  The Chamulas interpret sudden death as the death of one's ani-

mal soul-companion. Hence, tourists are not allowed to take any pictures in the church of Chamula 

17 His influential approach of developing a general depiction of religion is drawn from a synthesis of Durkheim 
and Weber developed by the sociologist Talcott Parsons.
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since the Tzotzil of the religious community believe that ones soul can die of the camera`s flesh. 

This notion might be linked to the assumption that people who have been strucked by lightning, as 

well as murder victims, do not go in their opinion to Katibak, the world of the dead in the center of 

the world. 

Here, Blochs idea of religion that he calls the "transcendental social", and that he perceives as a 

matter of imagination appears in a new light: "The transcendental network can, with no problem, in-

clude the dead, ancestors and gods, as well as living role holders and members of essentialised 

groups (...) Ancestors and gods are compatible with living elders or members of nations because all 

are equally mysterious invisible, in other words transcendental." (Bloch 2008). Contemporary reli-

gions still embrace the idea of communities bound with the living and the dead, such as the Christi-

an notion of followers being "one body with Christ", or the Islamic "Ummah" uniting Muslims. 

Once we realise this omnipresence of the imaginary in the everyday, he argues, "nothing special is 

left to explain concerning religion" (ibid.).

As Durkheim, Geertz perceives religion as a special activity that gives extraordinary validity 

to its messages. Both emphasise the emotional power of rituals and raise, Durkheim more directly 

than Geertz the connection between the religious and the politico-social sphere. By stressing the 

power of rituals, they do not only look at what kind of statements rituals make but more so what 

kind of acts they are. However, as it is criticized by Bloch, the connection between the power of 

rituals and what kind of acts they express remains unconvincingly unanalysed as a mystery that is 

not further described or paraphrased by Durkheim as collective effervescene18 (Bloch 1996: 180). 

The Anti-Essentialist Turn of Post-Structuralism

In rejecting essentialist definitions of religions such as that of Geertz, Asad challenges the 

category  of  religion.  The  idea  of  such  definitions  as  outlined  by  Geertz  argues,  is  "itself  the 

historical product of discursive processes within the cultural location of secular modernity" (Asad 

1993: 113). In this sense Asad`s  alternative approach marks an attempt from shifting away from 

symbolic  anthropology  and  turning  towards  a  post-structuralistic  anthropology  that  is  more 

concerned with power and discipline and the way religious subjects are formed.  Hence Asad`s 

question to  Geertz  is:  Why do we not  ask how religion is  influenced by power?  "If  religious 

symbols are to be taken as the signatures of sacred text, can we know what they mean without 

regard to the social disciplines by which their correct reading is secured? If religious symbols are to 

be thought as the  concepts by which experiences are organized, can we say much about them 

18 With this term, Durkheim refers to a perceived energy experienced during a rituals or gathering such as a rave or a 
riot that cause people to act differently than they usually do in their everyday life (Durkheim 1954 [1912]: 236f).
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without considering how they come to be authorized? Even if it be claimed that what is experienced 

trough religious symbols is not in essence, the social world but the spiritual [see Evans-Pritchard 

1956], is it possible to assert that conditions in the social world have nothing to do with making that 

kind of experience accessible? Is the concept of religious training entirely vacuous?" (Asad 1993: 

122). What he is arguing here is not that the meanings of religious practices and utterances are to be 

sought in social phenomena but rather that their possibility and their authoritative status have to be 

explained as products of historically distinctive disciplines and forces. So what does that mean for 

our Coca Cola and Pepsi bottles that are drunken during the Catholic-Mayan prayers? If we see the 

beverage companies and the religion as the authorative forces, we have to ask: Who defines the 

authorative status of religious objects such as pox and cola? What and whose are the interest n 

maintaining and abolishing a religious authorative status etc.?

Asad`s observation brings strong associations with Said and his influential insights  concerning 

Orientalism.  Islam with  all  its  different schools  and  symbolic  systems,  as  studied  by  Western 

scholars, can not be simply decoded and interpretated  per se but have to be regarded in relation to 

the history of Orientalists who reproduced knowledge about Islam(s). Said argues that Islam and 

Arabs were always a problem for the West as it thought about the Orient. Historically Said explains 

that  between the  seventh and 16th centuries either  Islam or the Arabs (or both) dominated the 

Mediterran. Right after the Ottoman Empire figured prominently as part of the so called Eastern 

Question. Furthermore, the faith system of Islam is part and yet somehow not part of the Judeo-

Christian tradition, in fact Western Christianity has never been able to either accomodate Islam or to 

subdue it  completely. "At best, the Muslim is a 'native informant'  for the Orientalist19.  Secretly 

however, he remains  a  despised  heretic  who for  his  sins  must  additionally endure  the  entirely 

thankless position of being known negatively, that is, as an anti-Zionist" (Said 2000: 105).

The same is true for Chamula in Chiapas: Understanding the syncretic belief of Tzotzil people in 

the  highlands,  it  is  important  to  stress  why and how the  Catholic  belief  system that  has  been 

introduced by the spanish conquerors.

Conclusion

In the end, Durkheim`s theory of how religion is representing society remains useful, since it shows 

how profane and sacred spheres are invented by society in holding up a certain notions of morality 
19 An Orientalist, according to Said, is a self-proclaimed central authority for the Orient who got established not 

through objective knowledge about the Orient, but who gained its legitimation through "a set of structures, inherited 
from the past, secularized, redisposed, and re-formed by such disciplines as philology, which in turn were 
naturalized modernized and laicizised substitutes for (or versions of) Christian supernaturalism" (Said 1978: 122f).
Said describes the relationship of Orientalism with racialism, Darwinism, sexism and imperialism. Orientalist 
notions of the orient, whether latent or manifest, depend on what he sees as a total absence, in Western culture, of 
the Orient as a "genuinely felt and experienced force" (Said 1978: 205f).
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and are therefore also able to maintain a secular or state religion. However, his theories can be 

criticised in his idea about "mechanic" and "organic solidarity", that subordinate members of static, 

"mechanic" societies  to more flexible "organic" societies.  Moreover, his theory is not sufficient 

enough since it seems unable to deconstruct ideology (Tucker 1978), local structures, interpersonal-

relation  ships  (Navaro-Yashin 2002)  individuals  motivation  (Giddens  1973;  Weber 1920)  and 

stresses not sufficiently the systems of historical and political power that religious phenomena are 

embedded in (Asad 1993; Said 2000).  Moreover the context of history (Bloch 1996),  plays an 

important  role  in  the  understanding  of  religious  systems  since  religious  systems  can  not  be 

transhistorical when their meaning is constantly changing. How belief systems were changing over 

the time and on what kind of shaking grounds they are built, is again paraphrased by Durkheim: 

"Today (…) we have faith in science. But this faith does not differ essentially from religious faith. 

In  the  last  resort,  the  value  which  we  attribute  to  science  depends  upon  the  idea  which  we 

collectively form of its nature and role in life. (...)  In all social life, in fact, science rests upon 

opinion"  (Durkheim  1912). This  opinion  determines  in  the  end  if  religious  phenomena  are 

perceived as relevant for social cohesian, social control or social action. As it has been exemplified 

with cola that is part of the sacred pox ritual, all these aspects are highly relevant since what the 

bottles themselves indicate are the intersections of religion, politics, water and consumer markets. 

Power discourses that are established around a former completely profane beverage such as Coca 

Cola, are in the end affecting religious perceptions and actions, as long as they are perceived as 

representing society.
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