Religion and Taboo
There are many acts considered taboo in society and many of these acts have to do with religion.   This report explores what a taboo is, and why we have them by exploring in depth several different religious taboos taken from different societies and reasoning why they may have come about. 

As far back as society has been established, humans have needed some manner to control and organize it. Much of this social organization and control has fostered in the form of religious beliefs. From early animistic religions, to today’s major ones, all deem certain acts as dangerous, unproductive, or “taboo”. The word taboo or tabu as it was spelled in its native tongue was discovered by European explorers of the 18th and 19th centuries upon their travels to the Polynesian peninsulas. Through exploring the etymology of the word, there has been no exact identification of its origin. The root words may have several similar, yet different meanings in its native tongue. In an excerpt from Franz Steiner’s book, Taboo, he suggests; 

“The more ingenious, though less convincing, is: ta, to beat, and pu, conch. Why? Because chiefs’ proclamations were heralded by conch-blowing and drum beating, and these proclamations were quite often taboos! The more popular etymology is that tabu means “marked off”. The most convincing exposition of this theory is put forward by Edward Shortland, who derives the word from ta, to mark, and pu, an adverb of intensity: “The compound word tapu, therefore, means no more than “marked thoroughly” and only came to signify sacred or prohibited in a secondary sense; because sacred things and places were commonly marked in a particular manner in order that everyone might know that they were sacred.” (1956. pp.33)
Yuri Lisiansky, an early Prussian explorer and naval commander, spoke of taboo as “a sacred prohibition,” (Lisiansky. 1814. pp.104) derived from his many travels to southeast Asia.
I am going to use the word in the sense that it means a social mechanism of obedience, and having some sort of ritual significance.  From this we can explore the reasons that many of these guidelines came to fruition. 



First I will start with some taboos from Jewish traditions and explore reasons on why they most likely came about. Judaism’s Kosher or Kashrut laws and deals with consumption of pork.  From the Old Testament, their god commands them, “And the swine, though he divide the hoof, and be cloven footed, yet he cheweth not the cud; he is unclean to you. Of their flesh shall ye not eat, and their carcass shall ye not touch, they are unclean to you.” (Leviticus 11, 7-8) and later on in Deuteronomy 14, 8, “And the swine, because it divideth the hoof, yet cheweth not the cud, it is unclean unto you. Ye shall not eat of their flesh, nor touch their dead carcass ”. Many Jews see the pig as “unclean” in a figurative sense due to the fact their bible allows to eat animals with a cloven hoof and that chew their own cud. While the pig has a cloven hoof, it does not chew cud. In fact, pigs have a similar digestive system to that of humans. So similar in fact, that their organs have been used in humans needing transplants. So, the pig has come to represent hypocrisy in their religion, someone who shows them self to be righteous, but is not-so-kosher on the inside. In Jewish tradition, spiritual charlatans are considered some of the most heinous and morally detestable people. 
Jews, as well as many other Middle Easterners, also experienced pigs as “unclean” in the literal sense because pigs do not have sweat glands and therefore must cool themselves down by submersing themselves in water.  With the gross lack of water in the Middle East, swine would have been forced to wallow in the mud, or even their own urine and feces. Maimonides, a Jewish physician and philosopher from the 12th century, observed these conditions and declared that pork was unwholesome and unhealthy to consume for these reasons.  
Another theory that exists is from the cultural materialistic anthropologist Marvin Harris. He hypothesized this taboo came about due to the economical and ecological resources the pigs must have occupied in the society. Swine are very different than other common farm animals. Most other farm animals are ruminants, meaning they eat grass and chew their own cud.  The pigs would have instead competed with humans for identical resources such as grain, water, and shade. During periods of draught or famine, raising these animals would have become extremely difficult as they do not produce large amounts of meat when compared to how much they are fed. When kept confined, pigs would have destroyed the ecosystem by not only consuming large amounts of food, but also would have destroyed the property they were kept on. 
Looking at a different aspect of these animals, pigs are omnivorous creatures, meaning they eat basically anything put in front of them. This includes other animals, or even their own kind making them cannibalistic creatures, which is an extreme taboo in most religions. Since they are scavengers, pigs were susceptible to picking up certain diseases and parasites such as influenza and trichinosis. Both of these sicknesses can be transmitted to humans if the meat were to not be cooked properly.  While the scientific proof that germs and parasites could exist in undercooked pork was not found until the mid 1800’s, it is possible that some may have observed sickness coinciding with large consumption of it.  
One of the final reasons the pig may further be resented is because of some historical account of anti-Semitic actions. In an excerpt from the Jewish Encyclopedia, Epiphanes Antiochus IV, King of Syria, forced Jews to slaughter pigs within their temple and later on destroyed the Jerusalem Temple. This is significant because the army used a wild boar as a symbol, making the animal seem a disgrace to Judaism as it represented an attempt to extinguish their religion. While this is a large example, it is not the only religion with taboos. 

In Hinduism, most of the people who participate in the main religion hold the belief that the cow is a sacred animal. This according to Marvin Harris’s book Cows, Pigs, Wars, and Witches: The Riddles of Culture, is an impossible decision for the citizens of the Hindu religion. He states that this would be the death of their economy because the cow is so useful to their society. It provides work for their agricultural society in the form of replacing the need for an expensive tractor. The cows use less energy and don’t require any maintenance that a machine would.  Almost all the byproducts from the cows are utilized in everyday life. 
Cow dung is used like a peat as a fuel to heat homes and pots. Dung, when mixed with a few other things, can also be used as a flooring cement. On days when mosquitoes are a nuisance, burning the cow dung also doubles as an insecticide. Another benefit cows provide is that by allowing them to roam about the streets they eat almost anything, doing away with the need for street cleaners. So when taking a look as a whole, the bovine is an intricate part of the Hindu society. So crucial in fact, that were these laws not in place many of India’s populous, a large concentration of where Hinduism resides, would perish due to the lack of economic stability these animals provide. 

Next I would like to move on to a religious taboo that crosses the gamut of most religions that have ever existed. The topic I am referring to is the sexuality and the human body. Many religions have superstitions that deal with sex dictating what is allowable and what is unacceptable. Other religions choose to remain silent when it comes to describing sexuality. One thing is certain; this innate fear of own body is extremely irrational, as sex and sexual reproduction is vital to the survival of the human species. Sexuality as a religious taboo can be broken down into several subcategories that are all equally important. Many of these topics refer to women and sexual organs, such as menstrual bleeding, womb envy, and their roles in society.  There are not as many taboos for men, which seems to be a common theme across the board in most religions, which suggests that men were the creators of religious taboos. 
In Muslim tradition, women are forced to wear garments that cover their entire body called Burkas. This is because women are thought to be evil, sex crazed creatures that if left uncovered, would bring the downfall of men it their society. There are many references to this in the Muslims holy book the Qur’an, such as this quote following:

“The wives of the Prophet used to go to Al-Manasi, a vast open place to answer the call of nature at night. Umar used to say to the Prophet “Let your wives be veiled,” but Allah's Apostle did not do so. One night Sauda bint Zam’a the wife of the Prophet went out at ‘Isha’ time and she was a tall lady. Umar addressed her and said, “I have recognized you, O Sauda.” He said so, as he desired eagerly that the verses of Al-Hijab may be revealed. So Allah revealed the verses of ‘Al-Hijab’ ”. (Sahih Bukhari Volume 1, Book 4, Number 148) 
The above quotation is the first reference in the Qur’an to the “Al-Hijab,” the rule that women should be covered entirely except for their eyes, so that they may less enticing to men of their village. However, this is not the only reference to this, the Qur’an also reads:

 “And tell the believing women to lower their gaze and be modest, and to display of their adornment only that which is apparent, and to draw their veils over their bosoms…”
This displays their gross disaffection of the female body as the temptation of their moral character and function of their society. It implies that if women weren’t fully dressed, all the men would become immoral heathens and revert back to old traditions of sexual promiscuity. 

Most religions have fears or rules pertaining to menstrual blood. Many believed menstrual blood was some form of a toxic substance that was required to be purged from the body. Menstrual blood was found to be unclean or disgusting. Hindu’s for instance are not allowed to have intercourse with a women until four days after her menstrual cycle and only after she has performed the ritual wash of her vagina. Penalties for disobeying this decree are met with harshly, in that the performers will be sent to the bowels of the underworld for committing this offense. Also in Hindu tradition, women are not allowed on ancestral grounds during menstrual cycles, nor are allowed to look at food used for sacrifice, this is because it would desecrate it and make it unfit for the Gods to be associated with. 
One of the more common menstrual taboos is secluding the women in huts, referred to as ‘menstrual huts,’ (Buckley and Gottlieb, 1988). The Kolosh Indians of Alaska confined girls experiencing their first period in tiny huts with only one air hole through which obtain air or light. They were required to stay in these huts for one year, during which they were allowed no company, exercise, or fire. 
 Bruno Bettelheim concurred in that male envy had originally attached itself to the biologically powerful act of menstruation, with quarantine, an attempt to level the playing field between the sexes. The Last Taboo describes the Wogeo a tribe of people that believe when women menstruates, she is allowing the buildup of bad blood flow out. It is considered lethal to anyone but her and is therefore sequestered from her family into a hut.  There she must stay until she is done with menstruation. Surprisingly the men in the tribe also feel the need to be cleansed through the expulsion of blood, however since this does not occur naturally, the men are forced to cut themselves monthly in order to remain untainted.(J.L. Brain.) The “playing field” referred to a few lines above relates to the idea of womb envy, a term coined by Karen Horney, meaning that males are intimidated by the fact that women are the life givers of the species. She claims that men generally have a fear that women control the miracle that is life and therefore have the need to assert control over them. 

Keeping with sexuality as the subject, we can explore yet another realm of taboo. Incest, can be defined as sexual intercourse or sexual activity between closely related people, especially within the immediate family. While there is little doubt that incestuous relations have occurred from prehistoric times to times of the Greco-Roman empire, there occurred a change somewhere within the socio-religious hierarchy where social groups turned away from this belief. We can see this trend with several of the stories that came about during that time period. One example is that of the fable of Oedipus, who has an incestuous relationship with his mother and is struck with blindness as a punishment.  Most of the mainstream religions have similar rules to inter-family relations at this point, deeming this action unworthy of being openly performed. 
Hindus for example regard incest as extremely taboo. They are extremely afraid of the effects that may come about due to this type of relationship, for this reason they follow a strict code of conduct in relation to marriages. Marriage in the same caste but not in the same family tree or bloodline is allowed, however in southern India, cousins are allowed to marry each other, provided a man marries his maternal uncle's daughter or his paternal aunt's daughter but is not allowed to marry his paternal uncle's daughter, whom would be considered a parallel cousin, or sister-like relative. Judeo-Christian beliefs, while somewhat hypocritical at times, share similar feelings toward incest. From the books of Genesis, we read of the story called Sodom and Gomorrah. This tale depicts a man named Lot who must flee from his home and is forced to live in a cave with his two daughters. His daughters then get him drunk and have intercourse with him as to carry on his lineage.  This appears to be quite out of place due to the fact later on in the Book of Leviticus, incest is declared as wrong. It comments how a man may not have sex with mothers, daughters, aunts, and several others for fear of death. The Qur’an refers to the act of incest as wrong only with certain few close relatives, yet does allow more distant relatives to marry and have sex. Surprisingly many of these fears or taboos are a response to earlier Pagan religions that were centered much on sex.
 Many Pagan rituals involved group sex or orgies which in these religions were seen as sacred and welcomed. Modern religions reacted to these ceremonies as disgusting or barbaric in order to promote themselves. Performing intercourse in front of other people wasn’t a stressful thing in ancient days as it is now. Sex was used in religious ceremonies, sometimes in groups.
Today, orgy refers to something depraved or degenerative. The original meaning of the word “orgy” comes from “orgia”, a Greek word that meant "secret worship". The word orgy came to have a negative notion as it has today, since the Christian faith opposed sex, which was a part of some of the Pagan rituals. Rather than it have spiritual meaning of the original word, it now means quite the opposite.
There were many celebrations in the religion of Pagan traditions. Many of these celebrations have been absorbed into Christian faith, except the sexual nature of them has been stripped entirely from them. Christmas, the best known, was taken from the pagan festival of Saturnalia. Saturn was the Roman name for the Greek God, Cronus. The festival celebrated the sun overcoming the middle of winter, with hope that spring would bring new life. During the time the festivals were held, sexual prohibitions were lifted. Clothing was exchanged between male and female. Jews and Christians frowned upon the act of exchanging clothing during the holiday of Saturnalia as it was prohibited by the Bible, seen here in Deuteronomy 22;5:
 “The woman shall not wear that which pertaineth unto a man, neither shall a man put on a woman's garment; for all that do so are abomination unto the Lord thy god.”
Ancient man cross-dressed in order to attain female magic and powers and was common among the Pagan priests until the time of St. Augustine who vilified the custom, stating men wearing women's garments would never attain salvation, even if they were otherwise good Christians. Catholics in order to circumvent the end of their salvation, made women's gowns into Priests robes. 
Another Pagan holiday is Valentine’s Day. In some Pagan tradition, the people were noted for their sensual and wild dances. Christian Emperors of the 4th and 5th century outlawed these dances due to their provocative nature involving nudity and sausages. 

Another holiday, May Day, had sexual dances around a giant phallic symbol named the May pole. The May pole was to represent the Pagan Gods penis in Mother Earth. People danced around it and adorned it with decorations. Christian churches opposed the May festivals because of its association with Pagan gods. Philip Stubes, an English Puritan writer from the 16th century, rallied against the May pole dancing. He said, 

“What clipping, what culling, what kissing and bussing, what smooching and slobbering one of another, what filthy groping and unclean handling is not practiced in the dances.”

After celebration about the Maypole, participants retired to the open fields and would have intercourse with many people in the fields in order to ensure the fertility of the land and crops. The month of May allowed sexual freedom throughout the ancient world up unto the 16th century. Marriage was dissolved for the month of May and began again in June.  

All of these ancient rituals involved group sex and nudity. Due to Biblical intervention, many people today are uncomfortable with group sex, or sex in front of others. Sex in a Biblical sense, is nowadays to be done only in private and only for procreation. Nudity is condemned in the Bible right as Adam and Eve eat the apple and are banned from paradise. This is when they finally notice each others genitals and cover themselves with fig leaves. 
In pagan religious rituals, men and women would have sex with their friends and neighbors. The Bible forbids such activities, for example in Leviticus 20:10, 

“And the man that committeth adultery with another man's wife even he that committeth adultery with his neighbor's wife, the adulterer and the adulteress shall surely be put to death.” 

According to James Lewton Brain, in ancient times holy women could be married or unmarried. They would perform sexual purification rituals men regardless of marital status. In several religions, all women were required to serve as sexual offerings in the temple. Men would not pay for sex, but rather make an offering to the God or Goddess for allowing him to participate in the sacred ritual. (The Last Taboo. Ch. 13).  

Surprising as it may seem, many religious rules were enacted as a form of control as a response to push followers away from other religions. Franz Steiner writes “Rules of holiness in the sense just explained, i.e. a system of restrictions on man’s arbitrary use of natural things, enforced by the dead of supernatural penalties,” (pp. 73) brings forth the primal fear that rules us all, the looming fear of finality. 

Since the beginning of time man has had to deal with the idea of finality and pain, and it is this I believe that drives the basic ideas of many of these taboos. Religious taboos are nothing more than a primitive, and possibly the original form of government. Because there was no established government like there is today, in regards to its ability to police itself and provide credible knowledge over great distances, powerful leaders must have thought incorporating a fear of eternal punishment and damnation would set most people straight. Without these taboos, we as humans may have had a much more difficult time adjusting and surviving to our climate conditions. 
