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Revitalization Movements and Their Characteristics


 Revitalization movements appear out of social situations where groups are faced with the loss of identity and the threat of cultural extinction.  Often the social group is reacting to the relative powerlessness of the situation and/or as a protest against the acculturation forced upon them by the dominant social power.  These groups create ideals that are aimed at improving their group’s situation through the organization of social action.  



Some of the movements that arise out of this group formation focus on changing the relation of the external to the group through political restructuring while other groups focus their attention on changing the group's perception of their situation through the creation of new social and personal ideals.  Some groups often attempt to accomplish both at once, but this essay will focus on those that utilize the changing of spiritual beliefs as a method of social action.  


Specifically, this essay will look at the use of revitalization movements as political forces by comparing two religious movements:  the Ghost Dance and Early Christianity.  Looking at Gager's use of Jarvie's definition of a millenarian movement, this essay will examine whether the Ghost Dance and other millenarian movements fit that definition.  The similarities between the two movements will be examined and alternative theories will be proposed that might bring a greater understanding of what characteristizes a millenarian movement.  First and foremost, it is necessary to outline each author's analysis of the movement they studied from within their structural framework.  


Alice Kehoe in her book The Ghost Dance looks at the historical phenomenon of the Ghost Dance by utilizing Wallace's theory (1956) of revitalization movements.  The theory state that all revitalization movements go through five stages:

1. Period of generally satisfactory adaptation to a group's social   and natural environment

2. Period of increased individual stress

3. Period of cultural distortion (creating habits that are damaging to the individual and society.)

4. Period of revitalization which includes: 

i. A reformation of the cultural pattern

ii. The communication of that reformation

iii. Organization of that cultural pattern

iv. Adaptation of the reformulated pattern to better meet the need of the group

v. Cultural transformation

vi. Routinization-the reformulation becoming standard behavior for the group.

5. New period of generally satisfactory adaptation to the group's changed social and/or natural environment








(Kehoe. 122)


Undeniably, the Ghost Dance fits Wallace's definition of a revitalization movement even when one takes into account that it never successfully reached the fifth due to the fact that it did not succeed.  In contrast, Gager focused on a millenarian movement that was successful at adapting its ideology that enabled to survive the centuries.  While looking at the strengths and weaknesses in Gager's argument, hopefully the secret to the success of Christianity's metamorphosis will be made clear. 


In Gager's article Kingdom and Community he makes an effort to gain a better understanding of Early Christianity by using Jarvie's analysis of religious millenarian movements.  Modifying Jarvie's theory, he builds a somewhat convincing argument for Christianity's earliest beginnings as a millenarian movement.  While parts of his analysis are clearly not debatable, others parts bring into question whether the theory used was the most applicable to the movement studied.  


The similarities that Gager makes between Jarvie's' theory and Christianity are in relation to the following traits: 



1. The promise of heaven on earth-soon



2.  The overthrow or reversal of the present social order



3.  A terrific release of emotional energy



4. And a brief life span

To these traits Gager added another:



5.  The role of a prophetic and charismatic leader









(Gager. 21)


In relation to the first trait, Christianity was obviously created under the premise that heaven was to be created on earth, and the belief that those who were most faithful will be able to join Jesus in the better life that he created for them.  Christianity arose in Palestine during great political unrest where vast numbers of Jews felt politically alienated and were actively protesting the role of the Roman's in their daily lives.  Many followers of Christianity undoubtedly joined the movement due to its political agenda. (Gager. 23)  However, not all religious movements that focused on the improvement of the social status of its followers made the overthrow of the current social order a goal of the movement.  Many movements only hoped to increase their follower's place in society, not the entire reversal of the social order in which it was created.


While the overthrow or reversal social order is easily applicable to the social atmosphere that Christianity was created under, the early manifestations of the Ghost Dance was not wed to such a severe sense of social upheaval.  Those who joined the Ghost Dance did want a better way of life for themselves, but one could argue that many deciphered that as a more holistic interaction between the oppressor and oppressed.  They searched for more of a goal of equality and the justification of their identity rather than the overthrow of the current social order.  They did not want to be in control the white Americans; they simply wanted independence and respect from them.  Many Native American groups simply wanted the fulfillment of previous treaties made with the US that guaranteed them land upon the reservations. (Kehoe. 49)



The difference between the ideals of the groups involved in each religious movement is directly related to their sense of social morality and their historical background.  Part of the moral order of Native Americans (if so many diverse groups can be so generalized) was the co-existence of all things that were created by the Mother Earth and a homeostasis between her earthly players.  This was not true of all Native Americans (and there are tribes that were fiercely territorial and built upon warrior systems) but most had a healthy respect for the power of their belief system in regulating their quality of life, and often-human misfortunes were related to the mistreatment of one of Mother Earth's creators.  


In comparison, those who joined Jesus’ movement did not possess that type of social morality. Though the origins of both groups were founded in pasts that were plagued with series of social upheavals and the forcible conversion of large groups of people, those who followed Jesus reacted in more of a political manner due to the intrinsic political nature of the movement itself.  The use of such a strong statement as a characteristic of a millenarian movement is therefore only applicable to Gager's case study and not necessarily to other types of revitalization movements. 


For instance, there are recent examples of millenarian movements that were not focused on political upheaval as a tenant of their belief system. Followers of Marshal Applewhite (the leader of the Heaven's Gate cult) did not feel that the conversion of others and the overthrow of those currently in power were essential to their movement. They rather believed that only those who have converted to their movement were the chosen ones who would experience the rapture of the joining the supernatural being in a better place.


The instances of emotional expression within Christianity are not hard to find and are documented throughout the Bible.  The Ghost Dance also incorporated rituals that stimulated release of pent up emotions as a central part of their movement's ideology.  Those involved in the movement were encouraged to dance for days at a time in order to bring happiness to themselves and hasten their meeting with the Lord and their ancestors.  These parallels are outlined by Kehoe and originate from universal physiological characteristics:

Some of the a parallels between Christian and American Indian religious behavior go deep into human physiology.  Building up rhythm and loudness of speech from slow and soft to fast and loud tends to catch listeners up, their own heartbeats increasing in rapidity along with the speech rhythm to produce a feeling of excitement.  Gestures may focus listeners' attention on the speaker to the point where the audience is almost hypnotized.  Changing the pitch of voice, now high, now deep induces subconscious mood changes in listeners. (Kehoe. 101) 

This trait is not, however, endemic to only religious movements, and historically many successful social movements have contained elements of rituals and ceremonies that evoked a sense of emotional release from the stress of oppression while simultaneously creating a sense of group unity.  (One only has to look at the recent Civil Rights movement in the US for an example of the encouragement of personal expressions of emotions in order to stimulate group cohesion and personal dedication to the movement itself.)  The use of this trait as essential to a religious movement therefore seems to be unnecessary considering that this element is intrinsic to all social movements.  


It is not easy to apply Jarvie's theory to other revitalization movements even if they were focused on some of the same ideals as Christianity.  While the Ghost Dance possesses most of the traits outlined, the central role of the prophetic leader was not as pronounced due to the great geographical distances of the groups affected by the ideology.  


There are, however similarities between the two movements are worth outlining.  Both arose out of a period of relative deprivation.  In Faye Crosby's article A Model of Relative Deprivation, she outlines a detailed analysis of what would constitute relative deprivation.  The model that she developed states that:

An individual feels resentment about failure to posses something (X) only when he sees that similar others possess X, he wants X, he feels entitle to possess X, he thinks that possession of X is feasible, and he does not blame himself for his failure to possess X. "(Psy. Review. 1976. 85) 

 Both groups were formed from individuals that felt as though they were not able to exist, as they would like, and they saw the answer to their dilemma in joining a religious movement.  


There are similarities within the movements studied that were not sufficiently outlined in Jarvie's theory, and with a different view on the situation more concretely supported traits of millenarian movements could be created.  All three movements included in this analysis (with the inclusion of the Heaven's Gate cult) were created on ideologies that not only served to make the followers feel included in a group, but that offered the promise that by following the group's personal moral code, the end of suffering was guaranteed.  (Interestingly enough, this type of ploy has also been successful in other social movements that were focused on more political rather than spiritual gains.  Hitler's Nazi movement is a prime example of this type of persuasion.)  All of the movements stated that joining a supernatural being in a place of comfort was their stated goal.  All movements had additional elements that were similar to other social movements such as the creation of rituals and experiences that reduce the personal stress level and created a sense of group unity.  All had a prophetic leader who was the bearer of a message that was universally considered to be from the world beyond and/or the supernatural being.  


The differences between the movements are in relation to their longevity as a group.  According to Jarvie's theory all millenarian movements are short-lived and for all three this hold true though their endings are quite different. While some movements provided greatly needed support and hope for its followers, they were not necessarily able to provide long term solutions to the problems it was created to deal with.  "The Ghost dance religion had reinforced Indian peoples' conviction of the worth of their heritages, but its focus on religious affirmation was not an effective mechanism to bring about political alliance and action."(Kehoe. 72)  Due to its inability to affect the social climate that it was born into, the movement did not reach its goal.  Other movements like Christianity and the Heaven's Gate cult were able to accomplish their goals either through the fulfillment of their promise of a meeting with a supernatural being, or through the change of social power for the followers of the movement.  In the final analysis, it is those movements that are able to make the transition into the political realm successfully that stand the test of time.

