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Talal Asad isan anthropologist trained in the United Kingdom and currently professor at
the graduate center of the City University of New York. Asad’s provocative account, like
that of Ruel, grounds its critique of anthropological predecessors in its account of the
history of Christianity, but here the critique is even stronger, challenging not only the
category of belief but of religion itself. Asad rejects essentialist definitions of religion,
arguing that the very idea of such a definition “is itself the historical product of
discursive processes,” i.e., within the cultural location of secular modernity. Thus his
argument is not merely about the use of language but advocates an entirely different

this bracing account. But even more interestingly, the argument is worked out in part
through Asad’s own historical anthropological work on medieval European Christian-
ity. Unfortunately, for reasons of space, | have had to exclude many of Asad’s learned
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science, or of politics, or of common sense — invites us to define religion (like any
essence) as a transhistorical and transcultural phenomenon. It may be a happy
accident that this effort of defining religion converges with the liberal demand in
our time that it be kept quite separate from politics, law, and science - spaces in
which varieties of power and reason articulate our distinctively modern life. This
definition is at once part of a strategy (for secular liberals) of the confinement, and
(for liberal Christians) of the defense of religion.

Yet this separation of religion from power is a modern Western norm, the product
of a unique post-Reformation history. The attempt to understand Muslim traditions
by insisting that in them religion and politics (two essences modern society tries to
keep conceptually and practically apart) are coupled must, in my view, lead to
failure. At its most dubious, such attempts encourage us to take up an a priori
position in which religious discourse in the political arena is seen as a disguise for
political power.

In what follows I want to examine the ways in which the theoretical search for
an essence of religion invites us to separate it conceptually from the domain of
power. I shall do this by exploring a universalist definition of religion offered by an
eminent anthropologist: Clifford Geertz’s “Religion as a Cultural System” [reprinted
in his widely acclaimed The Interpretation of Cultures (1973)]. 1 stress that this is
not primarily a critical review of Geertz’s ideas on religion — if that had been my aim
I would have addressed myself to the entire corpus of his writings on religion in
Indonesia and Morocco. My intention in this chapter is to try to identify some of
the historical shifts that have produced our concept of religion as the concept of a
transhistorical essence — and Geertz’s article is merely my starting point.

It is part of my basic argument that socially identifiable forms, preconditions,
and effects of what was regarded as religion in the medieval Christian epoch
were quite different from those so considered in modern society. I want to get at
this well-known fact while trying to avoid a simple nominalism. What we call
religious power was differently distributed and had a different thrust. There
were different ways in which it created and worked through legal institutions,
different selves that it shaped and responded to, and different categories of know-
ledge which it authorized and made available. Nevertheless, what the anthropolo-
gist is confronted with, as a consequence, is not merely an arbitrary collection of
elements and processes that we happen to call “religion.” For the entire phenom-
enon is to be seen in. large measure in the context of Christian attempts to achieve a
coherence in doctrines and practices, rules and regulations, even if that was a state
never fully attained. My argument is that there cannot be a universal definition of
religion, not only because its constituent elements and relationships are historically
specific, but because that definition is itself the historical product of discursive
processes.

A universal (i.e., anthropological) definition is, however, precisely what Geertz
aims at: A religion, he proposes, is “(1) a system of symbols which act to (2) establish
powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formu-
lating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions
with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely
realistic” (90). In what follows I shall examine this definition, not only in order to

test its interlinked assertions, but also to flesh out the counterclaim that a transhis-
torical definition of religion is not viable.
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The Concept of Symbol as a Clue to the Essence of Religion

(,eertz sees his first task as the definition of symbol: “any object, act, event, quzli)htl},f,
or relation which serves as a vehicle for a conceptiqn - the conception is thlc; symbo ?
‘meaning’” (91). But this simple, clear statement —in Whl.Ch symbol (any o iect, ettc.d
s differentiated from but linked to conception (its meaning) — is later supplemente
by others not entirely consistent with it, for it turns out that the symb%lllls nptt?ln
nincct that serves as a vehicle for a conception, it is itself the conception. Thus, in S
statement “The number 6, written, imagined, lgld out as a”row of stones, or eve
punched into the program tapes of a computer, is a symbol (91‘)‘, what C(l))nst16t};1te:s
all these diverse representations as versions of the same symbol (“the nur}rll er 67) is
of course a conception. Furthermore, Geertz sometimes seems to suggest ; at eve}rll. :ﬁ
1 conception a symbol has an intrinsic connection Wlth .emp11;1cal e;/ents. fom Wt Slis
it is merely “theoretically” separable: “the symbolic dimension of socia even.ricai
like the psychological, itself theoretically abstractable from these events as ferlr<1p1 o
totalities” (91). At other times, however, he stresses .the importance t(,) e.e(zipf g
symbols and empirical objects quite separate: “the're is somethmg '}clo e Sil' or
not confusing our traffic with symbols with our traffic with objects or umar; eings,
for these latter are not in themselves symbols, however ofteg they may unctf:lgn
as such” (92). Thus, “symbol” is sometimes an aspect of reality, sometimes of its
lq%flelzzstjit&lr:?gencies are symptoms of the fact tha.t cognitiYe q_ue.stions are m1.xe(.i up
in this account with communicative ones, aqd this makes it dlfflcult .tol inquire m]tﬁo
the ways in which discourse and understand@g are connected in socia bprlagtxrfe.t a;)l
begin with we might say, as a number of writers have done, that a syrr;1 0 1:) t?,V pas
object or event that serves to carry a meaning but a set of relations 1%5h e.n "
objects or events uniquely brought together as comple)fe.s or as conce%ts%. avi gb 1
once an intellectual, instrumental, and emotional 51g.n1f1cance. If we de dlne symhot
along these lines,* a number of questions can be raised about thf: con }tl(;ni }tlo?,v
explain how such complexes and concepts come to be formed, and in particu i
their formation is related to varieties of practice. Half a century ago, Vygotsky WES
able to show how the development of children’s intellect is dependent onht e
internalization of social speech. This means that th§ formation of \_zvhatlw§: ave
here called “symbols” (complexes, concepts) is condljcloned'by Fhe socm;lre atlokrlls 1ir;
which the growing child is involved — by the soc.lal activities that be 1or she h
permitted or encouraged or obliged to undertake —in Wth.h oth§r symd ols (ZPeecr_
and significant movements) are crucial. The conditions (discursive an rflog I1rslc:re
sive) that explain how symbols come to be constructed, and how some of t e ¢
established as natural or authoritative as opposed to others, then’bc.zcome an impor :
ant object of anthropological inquiry. IF must be stress'ed thaF .thls is r;loF a rr;z;tie; o_
urging the study of the origin and function of. sym.bols in add}tlon to }tl eir r}rll » t?ve
such a distinction is not relevant here. What is being argued is tha't the au:i orita f
status of representations/discourses is dependelnt on Fhe appropriate pro uct1(§)1:l l(l)
other representations/discourses; the two are intrinsically and not just temp y
Corsl;lse;t;i- of symbols, says Geertz, are also gultyre patterns‘,( and they cor_lcsltlt;l}'ie
“extrinsic sources of information” (92). Extrinsic, because “they lie outside the
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boundaries of the individual organism as such in that inter-subjective world
common understandings into which all human individuals are born” (92) ‘
sources of information in the sense that “they provide a blueprint or tem l. t
f;f:ms oflwhich processes external to themselves can be given a definite forrrrl)”a(;
! grsr,l g:jletll:fflii:leigis’:5we are told, may be thought of as “models for reality” as
Th.lS part of the discussion does open up possibilities by speaking of modeli
that is, it allows for the possibility of conceptualizing discourses in the proces
elaborat10n3 modification, testing, and so forth. Unfortunately, Geertz l?1ickl ;
gresses to his earlier position: “culture patterns have an intrinsi:: double ;ls ect):’
writes; “the.y give meaning, that is objective conceptual form, to social andp s ’ch
logical reality both by shaping themselves to it and by sha;)ing it to therrf)se}Iv
(19735 .93).. This alleged dialectical tendency toward isomorphism, incidentall
makes it difficult to understand how social change can ever OCCI,,II‘ The ba i
problem', however, is not with the idea of mirror images as such b;,lt with atsl::
assumption that there are two separate levels — the cultural, on the one side (consist
ing of symbols) and the social and psychological, on the ot}’ler — which interact Tl:i
resort to Parspnian theory creates a logical space for defining the essence of reli ion"
By gdqptmg it, Geertz moves away from a notion of symbols that are intrinsgic t. :
(s;gmfymg Epd organizing practices, and back to a notion of symbols as meaningc-’
pz;?ﬁgﬁ) ;Cﬁcrt:aﬁ):;’e’l)‘flal to social conditions and states of the self (“social and
This is not to say that Geertz doesn’t think of symbols as “doing” something. I
a way that recalls older anthropological approaches to ritual,’ he states gt'hal:
r§11g10p§ symbols act “by inducing in the worshipper a certain ’distinctive set of
dlsposmons (tendencies, capacities, propensities, skills, habits, liabilities, proneness)
whlch lend a chronic character to the flow of his activity a,lnd the qlialiit of hi
expenence"’ (95). And here again, symbols are set apart from mental stai’es Bli
how plgumbl.e are these propositions? Can we, for example predict the “distinc'tivu”
set of dispositions for a Christian worshiper in modern, in::iustrial society? Alterne~
tively, can we say of someone with a “distinctive” set of dispositions thaz,.he is ora'l
not a Cl.mstlan:> The answer to both questions must surely be no. The reason cl);
course, is that it is not simply worship but social, political, and economic in’sti-
Z?;L(ins 1}? general, within which individual biographies are lived out, that lend a
= S .
experiencifacter to the flow of a Christian’s activity and to the quality of her
Rellglo_us symbols, Geertz elaborates, produce two kinds of dispositions, moods
and motivations: “motivations are ‘made meaningful’ with reference to t’he end
towards which they are conceived to conduce, whereas moods are ‘made meani i
ful’ with ref.er§nce to the conditions from which they are conceived to spring” I(n9n7%~
Now, a Chrlsggn might say that this is not their essence, because religious sgmbols.
even when failing to produce moods and motivations, are still religious (i Z true)’
symbols — that religious symbols possess a truth independent of their effec.ti\./,eness
Yet surely even a committed Christian cannot be unconcerned at the existence 0)%
tFuthful symbols that appear to be largely powerless in modern society. He will
rightly want to ask: What are the conditions in which religious symbols cayr.l actualll
p.roduce religious dispositions? Or, as a nonbeliver would put it: How d l'y
gious) power create (religious) truth? . Pty
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Ihe relation between power and truth is an ancient theme, and no one has dealt

with it more impressively in Christian thought than St. Augustine. Augustine de-
weloped his views on the creative religious function of power after his experience
with the Donatist heresy, insisting that coercion was a condition for the realization
ot truth, and discipline essential to its maintenance.

For a Donatist, Augustine’s attitude to coercion was a blatant denial of Christian
teaching: God had made men free to choose good or evil; a policy which forced this
hoice was plainly irreligious. The Donatist writers quoted the same passages from the
Bible in favour of free will, as Pelagius would later quote. In his reply, Augustine
already gave them the same answer as he would give to the Pelagians: the final,
individual act of choice must be spontaneous; but this act of choice could be prepared
by a long process, which men did not necessarily choose for themselves, but which was
often imposed on them, against their will, by God. This was a corrective process of
“teaching,” eruditio, and warning, admonitio, which might even include fear, con-
straint, and external inconveniences: “Let constraint be found outside; it is inside that
the will is born.”

Augustine had become convinced that men needed such firm handling. He summed
up his attitude in one word: disciplina. He thought of this disciplina, not as many of his
more traditional Roman contemporaries did, as the static preservation of a “Roman
way of life.” For him it was an essentially active process of corrective punishment, “a
softening-up process,” a “teaching by inconveniences” — a per molestias eruditio. In the
Old Testament, God had taught his wayward Chosen People through just such a
process of disciplina, checking and punishing their evil tendencies by a whole series
of divinely-ordained disasters. The persecution of the Donatists was another “con-
trolled catastrophe” imposed by God, mediated, on this occasion, by the laws of the
Christian Emperors. ...

Augustine’s view of the Fall of mankind determined his attitude to society.
Fallen men had come to need restraint. Even man’s greatest achievements had been
made possible only by a “straight-jacket” of unremitting harshness. Augustine was a
great intellect, with a healthy respect for the achievements of human reason. Yet he
was obsessed by the difficulties of thought, and by the long, coercive processes,
reaching back into the horrors of his own schooldays, that had made this intellectual
activity possible; so “ready to lie down” was the fallen human mind. He said he would
rather die than become a child again. Nonetheless, the terrors of that time had been
strictly necessary; for they were part of the awesome discipline of God, “from
the schoolmasters’ canes to the agonies of the martyrs,” by which human beings
were recalled, by suffering, from their own disastrous inclinations.

(Brown 1967, 236-8)

Isn’t Geertz’s formula too simple to accommodate the force of this religious
symbolism? Note that here it is not mere symbols that implant true Christian
dispositions, but power — ranging all the way from laws (imperial and ecclesiastical)
and other sanctions (hellfire, death, salvation, good repute, peace) to the disciplinary
activities of social institutions (family, school, city, church) and of human bodies
(fasting, prayer, obedience, penance). Augustine was quite clear that power, the
effect of an entire network of motivated practices, assumes a religious form because
of the end to which it is directed, for human events are the instruments of God. It
was not the mind that moved spontaneously to religious truth, but power
that created the conditions for experiencing that truth. Particular discourses and
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yepresent practices, utterances, or dispositions so that they can be discursively
related to general (cosmic) ideas of order? In short, the question pertains to the
suthorizing process by which “religion” is created.

['he ways in which authorizing discourses, presupposing and expounding a cos-
mology, systematically redefined religious spaces have been of profound importance
i1 the history of Western society. In the Middle Ages, such discourses ranged over an
snormous domain, defining and creating religion: rejecting “pagan” practices or
sccepting them;” authenticating particular miracles and relics (the two confirmed
cach other); authorizing shrines; compiling saints’ lives, both as a model of and as a
model for the Truth; requiring the regular telling of sinful thoughts, words, and
deeds to a priestly confessor and giving absolution to a penitent; regularizing
popular social movements into Rule-following Orders (for example, the Francis-
cans), or denouncing them for heresy or for verging on the heretical (for example,
the Beguines). The medieval Church did not attempt to establish absolute uniformity
of practice; on the contrary, its authoritative discourse was always concerned to
specify differences, gradations, exceptions. What it sought was the subjection of all
practice to a unified authority, to a single authentic source that could tell truth from
falsehood. Tt was the early Christian Fathers who established the principle that only
a single Church could become the source of authenticating discourse. They knew
that the “symbols” embodied in the practice of self-confessed Christians are not
always identical with the theory of the “one true Church,” that religion requires
authorized practice and authorizing doctrine, and that there is always a tension
between them — sometimes breaking into heresy, the subversion of Truth — which
underlines the creative role of institutional power.”

The medieval Church was always clear about why there was a continuous need to
distinguish knowledge from falsehood (religion from what sought to subvert it), as
well as the sacred from the profane (religion from what was outside it), distinctions
for which the authoritative discourses, the teachings and practices of the Church, not
the convictions of the practitioner, were the final test.” Several times before the
Reformation, the boundary between the religious and the secular was redrawn, but
always the formal authority of the Church remained preeminent. In later centuries,
with the triumphant rise of modern science, modern production, and the modern
state, the churches would also be clear about the need to distinguish the religious
from the secular, shifting, as they did so, the weight of religion more and more onto
the moods and motivations of the individual believer. Discipline (intellectual and

social) would, in this period, gradually abandon religious space, letting “belief,”
“conscience,” and “sensibility” take its place. But theory would still be needed to

define religion.

The Construction of Religion in Early Modern Europe

It was in the seventeenth century, following the fragmentation of the unity and
authority of the Roman church and the consequent wars of religion, which tore
Furopean principalities apart, that the earliest systematic attempts at producing a
universal definition of religion were made. . .. Herbert produced a substantive defin-
ition of what later came to be formulated as Natural Religion — in terms of beliefs
(about a supreme power), practices (its ordered worship), and ethics (a code of
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keep clearly distinct that which theology tends to obscure: the occurrence of events
{utterances, practices, dispositions) and the authorizing processes that give those
events meaning and embody that meaning in concrete institutions.

Religion as Meaning and Religious Meanings

I'he equation between two levels of discourse (symbols that induce dispositions and
those that place the idea of those dispositions discursively in a cosmic framework) is
not the only problematic thing in this part of Geertz’s discussion. He also appears,
inadvertently, to be taking up the standpoint of theology. This happens when he
insists on the primacy of meaning without regard to the processes by which mean-
ings are constructed. “What any particular religion affirms about the fundamental
nature of reality may be obscure, shallow, or, all too often, perverse,” he writes, “but
it must, if it is not to consist of the mere collection of received practices and
conventional sentiments we usually refer to as moralism, affirm something” (98-9).

The requirement of affirmation is apparently innocent and logical, but through it
the entire field of evangelism was historically opened up, in particular the work of
Furopean missionaries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. The demand that the
received practices must affirm something about the fundamental nature of reality,
that it should therefore always be possible to state meanings for them which are not
plain nonsense, is the first condition for determining whether they belong to “reli-
gion.” The unevangelized come to be seen typically either as those who have
practices but affirm nothing, in which case meaning can be attributed to their
practices (thus making them vulnerable), or as those who do affirm something
(probably “obscure, shallow, or perverse”), an affirmation that can therefore be
dismissed. In the one case, religious theory becomes necessary for a correct reading
of the mute ritual hieroglyphics of others, for reducing their practices to texts; in the
other, it is essential for judging the validity of their cosmological utterances. But
always, there must be something that exists beyond the observed practices, the heard
utterances, the written words, and it is the function of religious theory to reach into,
and to bring out, that background by giving them meaning.

Geertz is thus right to make a connection between religious theory and practice,
but wrong to see it as essentially cognitive, as a means by which a disembodied mind
can identify religion from an Archimedean point. The connection between religious
theory and practice is fundamentally a matter of intervention — of constructing
religion in the world (not in the mind) through definitional discourses, interpreting
true meanings, excluding some utterances and practices and including others. Hence
my repeated question: how does theoretical discourse actually define religion? What
are the historical conditions in which it can act effectively as a demand for the
imitation, or the prohibition, or the authentication of truthful utterances and prac-
tices? How does power create religion?

What kinds of affirmation, of meaning, must be identified with practice in order
for it to qualify as religion? According to Geertz, it is because all human beings have
a profound need for a general order of existence that religious symbols function to
fulfill that need. It follows that human beings have a deep dread of disorder. “There
are at least three points where chaos — a tumult of events which lack not just
interpretations but interpretability — threatens to break in upon man: at the limits
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of h'{s analytic capabilities, at the limits of his powers of endurance, and at the limits
of his moral insight” (100). It is the function of religious symbols to meet perceived
threats to order at each of these points (intellectual, physical, and moral):
The Problem of Meaning in each of its intergrading aspects. .. is a matter of affirming
or at least recognizing, the inescapability of ignorance, pain, and injustice on the,
human plane while simultaneously denying that these irration alities are characteristic
of the world as a whole. And it is in terms of religious symbolism, a symbolism relating
man’s sphere of existence to a wider sphere within which it is conceived to rest, that

both the affirmation and the denial are made.
(108)

Notice how the reasoning seems now to have shifted its ground from the claim
that religion must affirm something specific about the nature of reality (however
obscure, shallow, or perverse) to the bland suggestion that religion is ultimately a
matter of having a positive attitude toward the problem of disorder, of affirming
simply that in some sense or other the world as a whole is explicable, justifiable
bearable. This modest view of religion (which would have horrified the earl):
Christian Fathers or medieval churchmen)'? is a product of the only legitimate
space allowed to Christianity by post-Englightenment society, the right to individual
belief: the human condition is full of ignorance, pain, and injustice, and religious
symbols are a means of coming positively to terms with that condition. One conse-
quence is that this view would in principle render any philosophy that performs such
a function into religion (to the annoyance of the nineteenth-century rationalist), or
alternatively, make it possible to think of religion as a more primitive, a less ac’lult
mode of coming to terms with the human condition (to the annoyance of the modern
Christian). In either case, the suggestion that religion has a universal function in
beli.ef is one indication of how marginal religion has become in modern industrial
society as the site for producing disciplined knowledge and personal discipline. As
such it comes to resemble the conception Marx had of religion as ideology - that is
as a mode of consciousness which is other than consciousness of reality, external t(;
the relations of production, producing no knowledge, but expressing at once the
anguish of the oppressed and a spurious consolation.

Gee.:rtz has much more to say, however, on the elusive question of religious
meaning: not only do religious symbols formulate conceptions of a general order
of existence, they also clothe those conceptions with an aura of factuality. This, we
are told, is “the problem of belief.” Religious belief always involves “the p,rior
acceptance of authority,” which transforms experience:

The existence of .bafflement, pain, and moral paradox - of the Problem of Meaning —
is one of the things that drives men toward belief in gods, devils, spirits, totemic
principles, or the spiritual efficacy of cannibalism, ...but it is not the basis

2111)5);1) which those beliefs rest, but rather their most important field of application.

This.s.eems to imply that religious belief stands independently of the worldly
.cond.ltlon's that produce bafflement, pain, and moral paradox, although that belief
is primarily a way of coming to terms with them. But surely this is mistaken, on
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logical grounds as well as historical, for changes in the object of belief change that
belief: and as the world changes, so do the objects of belief and the specific forms of
bafflement and moral paradox that are a part of that world. What the Christian
helieves today about God, life after death, the universe, is not what he believed a
millennium ago — nor is the way he responds to ignorance, pain, and injustice the
wime now as it was then. The medieval valorization of pain as the mode of
participating in Christ’s suffering contrasts sharply with the modern Catholic per-
ception of pain as an evil to be fought against and overcome as Christ the Healer did.
I'hat difference is clearly related to the post-Enlightenment secularization of Western
society and to the moral language which that society now authorizes.

Geertz’s treatment of religious belief, which lies at the core of his conception of
religion, is a modern, privatized Christian one because and to the extent that it
emphasizes the priority of belief as a state of mind rather than as constituting
activity in the world: “The basic axiom underlying what we may perhaps call ‘the
religious perspective’ is everywhere the same: he who would know must first believe”
(110). In modern society, where knowledge is rooted either in an a-Christian
everyday life or in an a-religious science, the Christian apologist tends not to regard
belief as the conclusion to a knowledge process but as its precondition. However, the
knowledge that he promises will not pass (nor, in fairness, does he claim that it will
pass) for knowledge of social life, still less for the systematic knowledge of objects
that natural science provides. Her claim is to a particular state of mind, a sense of
conviction, not to a corpus of practical knowledge. But the reversal of belief and
knowledge she demands was not a basic axiom to, say, pious learned Christians of
the twelfth century, for whom knowledge and belief were not so clearly at odds. On
the contrary, Christian belief would then have been built on knowledge — knowledge
of theological doctrine, of canon law and Church courts, of the details of clerical
liberties, of the powers of ecclesiastical office (over souls, bodies, properties), of the
preconditions and effects of confession, of the rules of religious orders, of the
locations and virtues of shrines, of the lives of the saints, and so forth. Familiarity
with all such (religious) knowledge was a precondition for normal social life, and
belief (embodied in practice and discourse) an orientation for effective activity in it -
whether on the part of the religious clergy, the secular clergy, or the laity. Because of
this, the form and texture and function of their beliefs would have been different
from the form and texture and function of contemporary belief — and so too of their
doubts and their disbelief.

The assumption that belief is a distinctive mental state characteristic of all reli-
gions has been the subject of discussion by contemporary scholars. Thus, Needham
(1972) has interestingly argued that belief is nowhere a distinct mode of conscious-
ness, nor a necessary institution for the conduct of social life. Southwold (1979)
takes an almost diametrically opposed view, asserting that questions of belief do
relate to distinctive mental states and that they are relevant in any and every society,
since “to believe” always designates a relation between a believer and a proposition
and through it to reality. Harré (1981, 82), in a criticism of Needham, makes the
more persuasive case that “belief is a mental state, a grounded disposition, but it is
confined to people who have certain social institutions and practices.”

At any rate, I think it is not too unreasonable to maintain that “the basic axiom”
underlying what Geertz calls “the religious perspective” is 7ot everywhere the same.
It is preeminently the Christian church that has occupied itself with identifying,
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cultivating, and testing belief as a verbalizable inner condition of true religion (A
1986Dh).

Religion as a Perspective

The phenomenological vocabulary that Geertz employs raises two interesting ques-
tions, one regarding its coherence and the other concerning its adequacy to a modern
cognitivist notion of religion. I want to suggest that although this vocabulary is
theoretically incoherent, it is socially quite compatible with the privatized idea of
religion in modern society.

Thus, “the religious perspective,” we are told, is one among several — common-
sense, scientific, aesthetic — and it differs from these as follows. It differs from the
common-sense perspective, because it “moves beyond the realities of everyday life to
wider ones which correct and complete them, and [because] its defining concern is
not action upon those wider realities but acceptance of them, faith in them.” It is
unlike the scientific perspective, because “it questions the realities of everyday life
not out of an institutionalized scepticism which dissolves the world’s givenness into a
swirl of probabilistic hypotheses, but in terms of what it takes to be wider, non-
hypothetical truths.” And it is distinguished from the aesthetic perspective, because
“Instead of effecting a disengagement from the whole question of factuality, deliber-
ately manufacturing an air of semblance and illusion, it deepens the concern with
fact and seeks to create an aura of utter actuality” (112). In other words, although
the religious perspective is not exactly rational, it is not irrational either.

It would not be difficult to state one’s disagreement with this summary of what
common sense, science, and aesthetics are about. But my point is that the optional
flavor conveyed by the term perspective is surely misleading when it is applied
equally to science and to religion in modern society: religion is indeed now optional
in a way that science is not. Scientific practices, techniques, knowledges, permeate
and create the very fibers of social life in ways that religion no longer does. In that
sense, religion today is a perspective (or an “attitude,” as Geertz sometimes calls it),
but science is not. In that sense, too, science is not to be found in every society, past
and present. We shall see in a moment the difficulties that Geertz’s perspectivism gets
him into, but before that I need to examine his analysis of the mechanics of reality
maintenance at work in religion.

Consistent with previous arguments about the functions of religious symbols is
Geertz’s remark that “it is in ritual — that is, consecrated behavior — that this
conviction that religious conceptions are veridical and that religious directives are
sound is somehow generated” (112). The long passage from which this is taken
swings back and forth between arbitrary speculations about what goes on in the
consciousness of officiants and unfounded assertions about ritual as imprinting. At
first sight, this seems a curious combination of introspectionist psychology with a
behaviorist one — but as Vygotsky (1978, 58-9) argued long ago, the two are by no
means inconsistent, insofar as both assume that psychological phenomena consist
essentially in the consequence of various stimulating environments.

Geertz postulates the function of rituals in generating religious conviction (“In
these plastic dramas men attain their faith as they portray it” [114]), but how or why
this happens is nowhere explained. Indeed, he concedes that such a religious state is
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Linons in the social world have nothing to do with making that kind of experi-
« accessible? Is the concept of religious training entirely vacuous?

1 he two stages that Geertz proposes are, [ would suggest, one. Religious symbols
- whether one thinks of them in terms of communication or of cognition, of guiding
4 won or of expressing emotion — cannot be understood independently of their
S ouorical relations with nonreligious symbols or of their articulations in and of
wial life, in which work and power are always crucial. My argument, I must stress,
i not just that religious symbols are intimately linked to social life (and so change
with it), or that they usually support dominant political power (and occasionally
uppose it). It is that different kinds of practice and discourse are intrinsic to the field
i which religious representations (like any representation) acquire their identity and
their truthfulness. From this it does not follow that the meanings of religious
practices and utterances are to be sought in social phenomena, but only that their
possibility and their authoritative status are to be explained as products of historic-
ally distinctive disciplines and forces. The anthropological student of particular
religions should therefore begin from this point, in a sense unpacking the compre-
hensive concept which he or she translates as “religion” into heterogeneous elements
according to its historical character.

A final word of caution. Hasty readers might conclude that my discussion of the
Christian religion is skewed towards an authoritarian, centralized, elite perspective,
and that consequently it fails to take into account the religions of heterodox
believers, of resistant peasantries, of all those who cannot be completely controlled
by the orthodox church. Or, worse still, that my discussion has no bearing on .
nondisciplinarian, voluntaristic, localized cults of noncentralized religions such as
Hindusim. But that conclusion would be a misunderstanding of this chapter, seeing
in it an attempt to advocate a better anthropological definition of religion than
Geertz has done. Nothing could be farther from my intention. If my effort reads in
large part like a brief sketch of transmutations in Christianity from the Middle Ages
until today, then that is not because I have arbitrarily confined my ethnographic
examples to one religion. My aim has been to problematize the idea of an anthro-
pological definition of religion by assigning that endeavor to a particular history of
knowledge and power (including a particular understanding of our legitimate past
and future) out of which the modern world has been constructed.

change.d, so also is the common-sense world, for it is now seen as but the partial form
of a wider reality which corrects and completes it.
(122; emphasis added)

. This curious account of shifting perspectives and changing worlds is puzzling ~
indeed it is in Schutz himself. It is not clear, for example, whether the religio
framework and the common-sense world, between which the individual moves
independent of him or not. Most of what Geertz has said at the beginning o;’ h
essay would imply that they are independent (cf. 92), and his remark about commo
sense being vital to every man’s survival also enforces this reading. Yet it is also
suggested that as the believer changes his perspective, so he himself changes; and
that as he changes, so too is his common-sense world changed and corrected. S,o the
latter, at any rate, is not independent of his moves. But it would appear from
Fhe account that the religious world is independent, since it is the source of distinct-
ive experience for the believer, and through that experience, a source of change in the
common-sense world: there is no suggestion anywhere that the religious world (or
perspF:ctive) is ever affected by experience in the common-sense world.

, This last point is consistent with the phenomenological approach in which reli-
gious symbols are sui generis, marking out an independent religious domain. But in
the present context it presents the reader with a paradox: the world of common
sense is always common to all human beings, and quite distinct from the religious
world, which in turn differs from one group to another, as one culture differs from
another; but experience of the religious world affects the common-sense world, and
so the distinctiveness of the two kinds of world is modified, and the common—;ense
world comes to differ, from one group to another, as one culture differs from
another. The paradox results from an ambiguous phenomenology in which reality
is at once the distance of an agent’s social perspective from the truth, measurable
only by the privileged observer, and also the substantive knowledge of a socially

constructed world available to both agent and observer, but to the latter only
through the former.'3

Conclusion

Perhaps we can learn something from this paradox which will help us evaluate
Geertz’s confident conclusion: “The anthropological study of religion is therefore a
two-stage operation: first, an analysis of the system of meanings embodied in the
symbols which make up the religion proper, and, second, the relating of these systems
to social-structural and psychological processes” (125; emphasis added). How sens-
ible this sounds, yet how mistaken, surely, it is. If religious symbols are understood
on the analogy with words, as vehicles for meaning, can such meanings be estabz
lished independently of the form of life in which they are used? If religious symbols
are to be taken as the signatures of a sacred text, can we know what they mean
without regard to the social disciplines by which their correct reading is secured? If
religiqus symbols are to be thought of as the concepts by which experiences are
organized, can we say much about them without considering how they come to be
guthorized? Even if it be claimed that what is experienced through religious symbols
1s not, in essence, the social world but the spiritual,"* is it possible to assert that

NOTES

1 Thus, Fustel de Coulanges 1873. Originally published in French in 1864, this was an
influential work in the history of several overlapping disciplines — anthropology, biblical
studies, and classics.

2 Compare Peirce’s more rigorous account of representations.

A representation is an object which stands for another so that an experience of the former affords

us a knowledge of the latter. There must be three essential conditions to which every representa-

tion must conform. It must in the first place like any other object have qualities independent of its

meaning...In the 2nd place a representation must have a real causal connection with its
object. .. .In the third place, every representation addresses itself to a mind. It is only in so far

as it does this that it is a representation.
(Peirce 1986, 62)



130 TALAL ASAD

10

—

Vygotsky (1962) makes crucial analytical distinctions in the development of conceptual
thought: heaps, complexes, pseudoconcepts, and true concepts. Although, according to
Vygotsky, these represent stages in the development of children’s use of language, the
earlier stages persist into adult life.
The argument that symbols organize practice, and consequently the structure of cogni-
tion, is central to Vygotsky’s genetic psychology — see especially “Tool and Symbol in
Child Development,” in Vygotsky 1978. A cognitive conception of symbols has recently
been revived by Sperber (1975). A similar view was taken much earlier by Lienhardt
(1961).
Or, as Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952, 181) put it much earlier, “Culture consists of
patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behaviour acquired and transmitted by sym-
bols.”
If we set aside Radcliffe-Brown’s well-known preoccupation with social cohesion, we
may recall that he too was concerned to specify certain kinds of psychological states said
to be induced by religious symbols: “Rites can be seen to be the regulated symbolic
expressions of certain sentiments (which control the behaviour of the individual in his
relation to others). Rites can therefore be shown to have a specific social function when,
and to the extent that, they have for their effect to regulate, maintain and transmit from
one generation to another sentiments on which the constitution of society depends”
(1952, 157).
The series of booklets known as penitential manuals, with the aid of which Christian
discipline was imposed on Western Europe from roughly the fifth to the tenth centuries,
contains much material on pagan practices penalized as un-Christian. So, for example,
“The taking of vows or releasing from them by springs or trees or lattices, anywhere
except in a church, and partaking of food or drink in these places sacred to the folk-
deities, are offenses condemned” (quoted in McNeill 1933, 456)....
The Church always exercised the authority to read Christian practice for its religious
truth. In this context, it is interesting that the word heresy at first designated all kinds of
errors, including errors “unconsciously” involved in some activity (simoniaca haersis),
and it acquired its specific modern meaning (the verbal formulation of denial or doubt of
any defined doctrine of the Catholic church) only in the course of the methodological
controversies of the sixteenth century (Chenu 1968, 276).
In the early Middle Ages, monastic discipline was the principal basis of religiosity.
Knowles (1963, 3) observes that from roughly the sixth to the twelfth centuries, “monas-
tic life based on the Rule of St. Benedict was everywhere the norm and exercised from
time to time a paramount influence on the spiritual, intellectual, liturgical and apostolic
life of the Western Church....the only type of religious life available in the countries
concerned was monastic, and the only monastic code was the Rule of St. Benedict.”
During the period the very term religious was therefore reserved for those living in
monastic communities; with the later emergence of nonmonastic orders, the term came
to be used for all who had taken lifelong vows by which they were set apart from the
ordinary members of the Church (Southern 1970, 214). The extension and simultaneous
transformation of the religious disciplines to lay sections of society from the twelfth
century onward (Chenu 1968) contributed to the Church’s authority becoming more
pervasive, more complex, and more contradictory than before — and so too the articula-
tion of the concept and practice of lay religion.
When Christian missionaries found themselves in culturally unfamiliar territory, the
problem of identifying “religion” became a matter of considerable theoretical difficulty
and practical importance. For example,

The Jesuits in China contended that the reverence for ancestors was a social, not a religious,

act, or that if religious, it was hardly different from Catholic prayers for the dead. They

wished the Chinese to regard Christianity, not as a replacement, not as a new religion, but as
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the highest fulfillment of their finest aspirations. But to their opponents tl:le Jesuits appearid
to be merely lax. In 1631 a Franciscan and a Dominican from the Spanish zone of Manila
travelled (illegally, from the Portuguese viewpoint) to Peking and found t'hat to tran.sla.te tht;
word mass, the Jesuit catechism used the character zsi, which was th.e Chinese description o

the ceremonies of ancestor-worship. One night they went in disguise to such a ceremony,
observed Chinese Christians participating and were scandalized at what they saw. So began
the quarrel of “the rites,” which plagued the eastern missions for a century and more.

(Chadwick 1964, 338) . i o
Il For example, by Tylor in the chapter “Animism” in part 2 of Primitive Culture [see

12 ;}(}lalre’;eihle] .ﬁfth—century bishop of Javols spread Christiagity into the Auvergne, he flcl)und ‘
the peasants “celebrating a three-day festival with offer.m.gs on the edge”of a marslééi.
‘Nulla est religio in stagno,” he said: There can be no .rehglon in a swamp (B1_ro.vvn R
125). For medieval Christians, religion was not a universal phenomenon: religion was a
site on which universal truth was produced, and it was clear to them that truth was not

produced universally. . .
13 In the introduction to his 1983 collection of essays, Geertz seems to want to abandon this

erspectival approach. ... . .
14 I()If. tPl)le final chapter in Evans-Pritchard 1956, and also the conclusion to Evans-Pritchard

1965.
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