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Editorial Note 

From the 4th to the 7th of August 1997 the Donner Institute and the 
Finnish Society for the Study of Comparative Religion arranged an 
IAHR Regional Symposium in Turku/Åbo, Finland. The topic of the 
symposium was "Methodology of the Study of Religions". I would like 
to express my gratitude to the members of the Nordic Organizing 
Committee, Jan Bergman (Uppsala), Jeppe Sinding Jensen (Aarhus), 
and Einar Thomassen (Bergen), and to the members of the Board of 
the Finnish Association for the Study of Comparative Religion, 
Veikko Anttonen (Turku), Eila Helander (Helsinki), Helena Helve 
(Helsinki), Nils G. Holm (Turku), Ilkka Pyysignen (Helsinki), and 
Martti Junnonaho (Turku). The practical arrangements were taken 
care of by Tuija Hovi and Anne Puuronen from the Department of 
Comparative Religion at Turku University and by Monica Sir6n and 
Bjorn Dahla from the Donner Institute in Turku. I would like to ex-
press my thanks to them. 

In 1973, little less than a quarter of a century earlier, the Depart-
ment of Folklore and Comparative Religion at Turku University had 
organized an IAHR Study Conference titled "Methodology of the Sci-
ence of Religion". Certainly you should not arrange conferences on 
methodology at too short intervals. However, we were of the firm 
opinion that four conferences in a century is the correct amount. 

The main difference between these two conferences is that the lat-
ter focused on the Nordic countries whereas the former was genu-
inely international. As a consequence, comparisons between the two 
conferences are difficult to make. 

The conference publication from the 1973 conference Science of Re-
ligion: Studies in Methodology. Ed. by Lauri Honko. The Hague: 
Mouton, 1979. (Religion and Reason, 13) includes the commentaries 
of the co-referents and the discussion among the audience. The pres-
ent publication is more "traditional!' which means that no commen-
taries or discussions have been included. 

We invited seven key-note speakers to the conference: Pascal Boyer 
(Lyon), Rosalind I. J. Hackett (Kentucky), Lauri Honko (Turku), 
Thomas Lawson (Kalamazoo), Thomas Luckmann (Konstanz), Wil-
liam E. Paden (Burlington), and Donald Wiebe (Toronto). They repre- 



sent various subjects and approaches, such as cognitive analysis, the 
history of religions, epic studies, the sociology of religion, and the 
philosophy of religion. Since it was a regional IAHR-conference we 
circulated a call for papers in all of the Nordic countries. 

"Methodology of the study of religions" as a conference topic is 
vague. In the call for papers covering letter we tried to limit the 
theme to the science of religion, including the history, phenomenol-
ogy, anthropology, sociology and psychology of religions. Neverthe-
less, the theme remains extensive if you want to produce a coherent 
and well integrated conference publication. To elucidate the problem 
I cite from my Editorial Note in an earlier volume of this series, 
Dance, Music, Art, and Religion (Åbo 1996): The organizers of a 
symposium such as this seem to face a problem that is impossible to 
solve: either they choose a very specific and regional theme, in which 
case they end up with a comprehensive and homogeneous volume but 
the specific theme excludes far too many from delivering a paper and 
attending the symposium, or they choose a very broad and woolly 
theme that results in a disparate, heterogeneous volume but gives 
almost every historian of religion in the Nordic countries a chance to 
deliver a relevant paper". 

We can at least say that the theme of this conference was "broad 
enough by all standards". 

What can be done to minimize the disadvantages of a broad topic 
when it comes to a publication? We have proceeded in the following 
way: The 37 papers — all of them relevant to the topic but very het-
erogeneous — have been formed into two main groups. The first group 
consists of papers dealing with method in an abstract or purely theo-
retical way. In the second group papers discussing method in a prac-
tical or applied way are included. These two groups complement each 
other: the papers in the first group are reflections on methods as tools 
for doing research whereas the papers in the second group can be 
considered demonstrations of how to use methods as tools in "real 
life". We have decided to publish the papers in two parts — the papers 
concerned with theory in part 1 and the case studies in part 2. Both 
volumes will be published during 1999. 

I am grateful to Ann-Mari Dahlstrom for having prepared this 
manuscript. Without her effort there would be no conference publi-
cation whatsoever from the 1997 IAHR Regional Conference in 
Turku. 

For more information on Scripta Instituti Donneriani Aboensis or to 
view a complete listing of contents, please visit us at our World Wide 
Web site at: http://www.abo.fi/instut/di/scripta.htm. 

Tore Ahlbäck 



VEIKKO ANTTONEN 

Does the Sacred Make a Difference? 

Category Formation in Comparative Religion 

1. Interrelatedness of 'sacred' and religion 

When taken at face value, the sacred seems to be an unproblematic 
concept. Times, places, persons, animals and objects are classified as 
`sacred', because they have or have had a religious or spiritual sig-
nificance for people in specific historical and social contexts. Relig-
ious traditions and their systems of signification are taken to explain 
why people have set aside specific things and considered them quali-
tatively different from other things. Deeming something as sacred 
means that it is disconnected from the category in social life in which 
similar things are classified and bestowed with special meaning and 
value. Sacredness of an object means that it stands in direct relation-
ship to specific power-laden super-human entity by which members 
in a given culture mirror their self-consciousness or some aspects of 
it. A sanctuary for instance is a place that is set apart from the rest 
of the social space, because it is valued as a point of contact between 
man and the super-human agent worshipped by the local community. 

The category of experience has had a prominent role in explaining 
the sacrality things, times and places. They are consecrated because 
they represent and commemorate special events and experiences of 
personages sanctified by the religious tradition. It is generally 
thought that experience constitutes the sacred or the holy because 
religious experience transforms the cultural schema by which — as 
William Paden has put it — the world and its processes of categorial 
selection are shaped (Paden 1992: 7; for the 'reference to experience' 
see Dawson 1996). 

There has been an insistent tendency among scholars of compara-
tive religion to approach religion with the help of the category of the 
sacred and treat it as a dependent variable of religious experience. 
But which explains which? Does religion explain sacrality or does 
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sacrality explain religion? Is the boundary that is set up to draw lines 
of demarcation between sacred things and non-sacred things a mini-
mum criterion for the religious, as Emile Durkheim suggested? If so, 
then we have to know what is distinctive in the social and cognitive 
processes by which sacred things are perceived and represented in 
relation to the perception and cultural representation of non-sacred 
things. Are there universal attributes and properties in human cog-
nition and behavior which govern the representation of sacred 
things? If so, what are they: devoutness, solemnity, awe-inspiring-
ness, compellingness of the norm of non-violation, a perception of an 
entirely different order and perhaps a sensation of 'a power or force 
quite different from the forces of nature (see e.g. Eliade and Sullivan 
1987, 313). On what premises we base our scholarly characterisa-
tions: are the scholars of comparative religion emicists who mediate 
the culture-dependent thought-worlds and its categories into wider 
academic and popular audience or are we eticists who transform emic 
categories into scholarly ones in order to explain their semantics? 
What kind of cultural category is the sacred? Can it be considered a 
special mode of performative genre (see Turner 1992: 100-101) the 
forms of which vary with culture, but which can be known after be-
coming acquainted with its both universal and culture-dependent 
characteristics? And how are the ideas of setting something apart as 
`sacred' and a super-human agent related to each other? Does the 
norm of non-violation presuppose a super-human agent as a sanction-
ing authority before a thing will be established and represented as 
sacred? Or should we follow Nathan Söderblom's advice and consider 
the notion of God methodologically less important than the culture-
dependent forms of classification by which the sacred things are set 
apart from the profane things (see Söderblom 1913: 731). 

2. How to conceptualize the sacred? 

In the following I shall make an attempt at clarifying the methodo-
logical choices that we have to make in order to specify the interre-
latedness or separateness of the categories of 'sacred' and 'religion', 
and to reach some sort of theoretical understanding of the epistemo-
logical status of the sacred as a cultural category. 

Conceptualizing the sacred is not an easy thing to do when it is not 
taken at face value as a religious category. Sacredness is a world-
wide phenomenon, and there are categories of things in any culture 
which are qualitatively different from others and which include the 
norm of non-violation. But because of its transcultural distribution 
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and its intracultural comprehension, the sacred is an important con-
cept and needs to be evaluated as a methodological tool both in the 
history and anthropology of religion. In addition to Emile Durkheim 
and Nathan Söderblom many distinguished phenomenologists of re-
ligion such as Rudolf Otto, Gerardus van der Leeuw, Joachim Wach 
and Mircea Eliade held sacredness (or holiness) to be not only the 
hallmark of religion, but its very essence. According to these theorists 
cultural systems of belief and practice cannot be given the title 
`religion' if nothing is deemed sacred by their adherents. In the meth-
odology developed by the afore-mentioned phenomenologists sacred-
ness has been treated as a special quality in human consciousness. 
The idea of the sacred entails that things, persons, places, times etc. 
are separated for a ritual purpose, because they are experienced as 
points of contact between humans and the transcendent reality. For 
this school of thought the sacred is a dynamic force that is mani-
fested on the social level of spatial divisions, where religious persons 
can have their share of the force, hold communion with the sacred 
(see Eliade 1959: 367-369). Sacred space serves as a center which 
gives orientation and moral direction to the religious person. Eliade 
wrote that 

"(w)hatever the historical context in which he is placed, homo re-
ligiosus always believes that there is an absolute reality, the sa-
cred, which transcends this world but manifests itself in this 
world, thereby sanctifying it and making it real. He further be-
lieves that life has a sacred origin and that human existence real-
izes all of its potentialities in proportion as it is religious — that 
is, participates in reality." (Eliade 1959: 202) 

It is largely agreed today that the phenomenologists' notion of the 
sacred as a dynamic force originating in another world blurs the 
boundaries of religious and scientific discourses. By emphasizing an 
introspective understanding of emotions and numenal structures in 
subjective religious experience, the phenomenologists have detached 
the sacred from the social matrix in which all human experience, in-
cluding religious experience, takes place. By keeping the notion of the 
sacred reality intact from the cultural and cognitive processes con-
straining human thought and action and socially transmitted sys-
tems of meaning, these scholars can be criticized for taking part in 
the very cultural process that they were supposed to study. 

As William Paden points out, there is no reason to equate 'sacred' 
with religion. The sacred is not a uniquely religious category, al-
though its religious meanings and history of use dominate its popular 
as well as scholarly discourse. As Paden emphasizes, this is due to 
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the so-called prototype effect. (Paden 1996: 16). Hebrew, Greek and 
Latin terms denoting 'sacred that appear in various religio-cultural 
texts and scriptures of Judaism and Christianity have exercised their 
influence also on the scholarly discourse in comparative religion. 

I also agree with Paden when he states that sacrality is a distinc-
tive factor in the logic of human behavior (Paden 1996: 16). I would 
add that not only in behavior, but also in human cognition that 
guides behavior. Students of comparative religion should not be out 
hunting only for the religious sacred according to prototypes given by 
Jewish, Christian and Islamic religious traditions. My own interest 
in this category is based on the idea of creating scholarly debate that 
has its point of departure in the semantic analysis of emic terms de-
noting sacred in various languages and in an attempt to explain their 
cultural logic with the help of the ethnographic texts in which the 
terms appear (see Anttonen 1996a; Anttonen 1996b). The use of the 
terms as specific concepts in the theologies of different religions 
should be approached with the same methodological attitude and 
seen as instances of specific cultural logic that has directed the for-
mation of religious ideas in the contexts of their location. In this at-
tempt we need to go beyond the category-formation of the phenome-
nologists of religion. 

3. Evidencies from the past: the Finnish case 

The word pyhä denotes 'sacred' in Finnish language. Before the term 
was adopted into the Christian vocabulary in the 12th  and 13th  centu-
ries when Christianity was established in Finland, it was used in 
vernacular as an attribute in conjunction with prominent and excep-
tional natural places such as lakes, rivers, rapids, ponds, mountains, 
larger hills, capes, bays and fells. There are place names all over the 
Baltic Sea Culture Area, especially in Finland and in Estonia where 
the term occurs in a compound word as an appellative designation for 
a place. 

Pyhä is a Germanic loan word. Its proto-Indo-European root is 
*ueik- denoting to separate'. In proto-Germanic the root is *vik-
which has given the adjective *whet- which the speakers of early 
proto-Finnic language turned into *püšä (> proto-Finnic pyhä). As a 
geographical term pyhä-designations in the Baltic Sea Culture area 
date back to the cultures of Bronze and Iron Age populations. 

The question is why these places were designated as pyhä, i.e. sa-
cred? Should we understand the prehistoric term pyhä meaning 
something altogether different from what it does today? Did it, per- 
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haps, have none of the religious connotation that it has in Christian 
parlance and in popular discourse in today's Finland? What the sac-
rality of the places actually entailed? 

According to my findings, the term was used only when all of the 
following conditions obtained: 

1) The place was situated outside in an uninhabited area in the wil-
derness. 

2) There were no previous names in this area. The attribute pyhä is 
the first name to be given in the place. The place or the area des-
ignated by the term pyhä was newly occupied land; the first peo-
ple ever in the area had just taken the land into their possession. 

3) The place had a special function for the people whose territory it 
belonged to and who had the right to use its natural resources. A 
"pyhä-place" was used as boundary marking the limits of the oc-

cupied territory and of the right of exploitation. 
4) The "pyhä-place" as a boundary point was chosen from among the 

topographically exceptional or anomalous places in the region, or 
from places where routes intersected. Since the term pyhä ap-
peared in similar places all over the geographical area where 
Finnish was spoken, it became an established term for marking 
places and boundaries in the landscape. 

The adjective pyhä had a religious referent only to the extent as the 
category of 'religion' can be equated with the categories of the social' 
and the territorial'. According to methodologies of both Emile Durk-
heim and Arnold van Gennep religion as a category can be used in 
connection with popular traditions of hunting and agricultural socie-
ties in the meaning of its comparative use. It does not mean that re-
ligion actually has an autonomous ontological existence, but forms of 
cultural representation in local settings are theoretically conceptual-
ized as such (see e.g. McCutcheon 1997: viii). According to this com-
parative methodology linguistic expressions in vernacular, oral nar-
ratives in folklore and other forms of cultural representation forming 
the nucleus of performances conceptualized as 'religious' are part and 
parcel of the overall social and spatial categories by which the mem-
bers of ethnic communities comprehend and communicate the struc-
tures of meaning of their life-worlds. As Arnold van Gennep has em-
phasized spatial boundaries are not only legal and economic in na-
ture, but also magico-religious. The boundaries marked by natural 
features such as rocks, trees, rivers and lakes or by natural objects 
such as stakes, portals or upright rocks are known by local people 
through collective tradition: as van Gennep writes the inhabitants 
and their neighbors know well within what territorial limits their 
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rights and prerogatives extend (Gennep 1960: 15). The boundary 
points cannot be crossed or passed without the risk of supernatural 
dangers and sanctions. The boundary point is most often accompa-
nied with interdictions, behavioral norms, rules of avoidance and 
prohibitions. Depending on the cultural value of situation when 
boundaries are crossed, socially prescribed rituals are considered as 
only proper ways to deal with the crossing (Gennep 1960: 15-17). 

For the population groups of prehistoric Finland, pyhä represented 
a boundary between two conceptual spheres of sociocultural proc-
esses, i.e. those taken place within the inside and outside of the in-
habited territory and the human body. Such a categorization is a 
major cognitive element on which various population groups have 
traditionally based their symbolic cultural behavior. The symbolism 
of the boundary crossing from the inside to the outside and from the 
outside to the inside have become manifest both in hunting and agri-
cultural rituals, but also symbolically in so-called crisis rituals and in 
rites of passage. 

The majority of the Finnish place-names beginning with pyhä are 
the product of the concepts guiding the categorization of space and 
the customary law tradition by which groups of settlers sought either 
to separate themselves from one another and to mark off the territory 
claimed by them from the shared inner domain or the outer domain. 
In place-names pyhä signified the outer border of the inhabited area. 
As a temporal category pyhä was used to denote times that are, as it 
were, on the border and Tall between temporal categories. It thus 
became a basic term in the reckoning of time according to the lunar 
calendar. Among the Baltic Finns it was used to mark off times into 
periods by virtue of its meaning of prohibition and non-violation. 
Pyhä meant forbidden, something to be avoided, dangerous, so that 
the behavioral norms prescribed by society had to be observed during 
the time marked off as sacred. In addition to territorial and temporal 
borders, the notion of pyhä was used as an adjective to mark off an 
object, a phenomenon, a time, an animal or a person that was to be 
avoided and held as forbidden because of its dangerousness or impu-
rity and to separate it from the sphere of everyday social life. 
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4. From vernacular to scholarly construct: baby steps 
in category-formation 

the sacred as a scholarly category 
in comparative religion 

A 	 > B 

terms denoting 'sacred in 
	the sacred as a 

vernacular of ethnic cultures 	religious concept 

The scholars in comparative religion have lacked a theoretical ap-
praisal of the conceptual frames of reference suitable for compre-
hending and explaining the terms and concepts of the sacred in dif-
ferent cultures and religions, i.e. the religious and vernacular 
'sacred', and the ritual systems of representation surrounding them. 
My attempt to create a new theoretical model for operationalizing the 
sacred as a methodological tool in comparative religion is founded on 
the mutual incompatibility of notions of the sacred in the discourse of 
theologically and anthropologically trained scholars of religion. The 
sociologists of religion are usually located somewhere in the middle of 
these two extremes. 

Steps in this methodology are three-fold. First, one has to collect 
the linguistic and ethnographic evidence of the terms denoting 
'sacred' in different cultural traditions. The scholar has to examine 
the words in vernacular denoting 'sacred' in contexts of their appear-
ance. While taking the second step one has to pay attention to how 
agents in cultural systems perceive attributes and properties in 
places, times, persons, animals, actions and objects and categorize 
them in regard to attributes and properties that define members in 
the same category. The final and most important step from the point 
of view of comparative studies is to analyze the cultural and religious 
meanings conveyed by the context-specific usages of these terms. The 
scholar has to delineate the context-specific structures of knowledge 
and explain the cultural logic which underlies the sacred-making be-
havior within the symbolic system in question. This last step trans-
forms the sacred from an emic category into an etic one. 
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5. Grounding the sacred in human cognition 

In order to clarify how human disposition to sacralize is connected to 
human cognition, I have to call linguistics and symbolic anthropology 
for assistance. The concept of the sacred has been adopted into the 
theoretical language of various arenas of scientific specialties which 
cannot be ignored when theorizing it. It is basically in the Kantian 
tradition of the sociology of knowledge where the sacred has been 
treated as a fundamental category of human mind. Psychoanalysts, 
structuralists, students of cybernetics and cultural geographers have 
utilized the concept as a cognitive structure in human thought and 
behavior. Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss were first to suggest in 
their book Primitive Classification that the sacred should be dealt 
with in reference to the culturally dependent classificatory systems 
and theorized in connection to the social constraints that bring about 
collective conscience. Durkheim and Mauss treated the sacred as a 
collective representation that is set apart as a symbol that unites di-
visions, distinctions and oppositions into a meaningful whole and 
gives legitimacy to the behavioral norms connected with the symbol. 
Things set apart as 'sacred transcend individual consciousness and 
act as a divinely legitimated source for sentiments that bind mem-
bers of the social group together. Any category within the social sys-
tems of classification which has a specific value for the local commu-
nity needs to be dealt with in relation to sacred things, times and 
places when its taxonomical status is about to change or needs to be 
changed. Ritual is the only proper context for category transforma-
tions since ritual creates an in-between boundary space within the 
social system of categories (see Leach 1976). Since ritual is the social 
system of behavior that makes a difference in showing the flexibility 
of distinctions and oppositions between social categories, it is the 
prime locus that in the final analysis also creates the sacred (see e.g. 
Smith 1987; Bell 1992). 

In my own study referred to above I have argued along the Durk-
heimian lines that the sacred and the ritual can be treated as corre-
sponding scholarly categories and they can be used to analyze the 
logic of behavior in liminal spaces that people create in order to make 
a difference in their cultural systems of categorization. The semantics 
of both categories can be approached with ethnographic data on cul-
tural and religious symbols that represent cognitive boundaries by 
which ethnic or other social groups maintain, secure and reorder 
their social edifice. Both categories are cognitively connected to the 
ideas of placeness and placelessness and corporeality and non-
corporeality. Although Durkheim failed to understand human mind 
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and its cognitive faculties separately from social organizations, his 
contribution has been nevertheless of prime importance in concep-
tualizing and operationalizing the sacred as an anthropological cate-
gory (see e.g. Paden 1991; Paden 1996; Parkin 1991; Anttonen 
1996a). Durkheim went wrong, however, in assuming that the oppo-
sition of the sacred and the profane stems from social sentiments. 
There are far greater cognitive operations behind the categories of 
`sacred' and 'profane and their opposition. In Rodney Needham's 
words if the mind is taken to be a system of cognitive faculties, it is 
absurd to say that the categories originate in social organization...the 
notion of class necessarily precedes the apprehension that social 
groups, in concordance with which natural phenomena are classed, 
are themselves classified" (Needham 1963: xxvii). 

6. The sacred stems from the systemic character of 
human thought 

Claude Lévi-Strauss, who took structural linguistics as his point of 
departure, developed Durkheimian ideas into a more general theory 
of the human mind. While Durkheim had a social deterministic con-
ception of the opposition between the sacred and the profane, Lévi-
Strauss converted the idea of oppositions into a more semiological 
and symbolic approach. Cultural symbolic structures and models are 
not grounded in specific forms of social organization, but vice versa: 
all social categories have a symbolic origin. 

Lévi-Strauss thought that human beings process information on 
three categorial levels: the real, the symbolic and the imaginary. He 
treated culture as a system of communication in which language 
carries thought back and forth across these three structural levels 
(see Morris 1987: 266; Sullivan 1984: 152-153). But as Brian Morris 
writes, one is never too sure as to which level of reality or experience 
the symbolic systems are based upon (Morris 1987: 204) and what is 
the cognitive mechanism by which they are fabricated. In analyzing 
the work of Lévi-Strauss Lawrence E. Sullivan says that processes 
of thought transform elementary structures of the mind by building 
symbolic bridges between contradictions. These symbolic bridges be-
come in turn the focus of the same unceasing formal processes and 
are recycled as images which, in their turn, become object (or victim) 
of processes which reorder their relations in the attempt to give them 
meaning" (Sullivan 1984, 152-153). Things, animals, persons, times 
and spaces set apart as sacred are in Lévi-Straussian terms symbolic 

2 
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bridges that carry thought back and forth on these three structural 
levels and become represented not only in ritual, but also in myth, 
epic and fiction. 

In Lévi-Straussian terms the idea of the sacred is like the numeri-
cal value zero. In itself it signifies nothing, but when joined to an-
other number it is filled with differential significance (see Smith 
1987: 108). In religious systems the idea of the sacred as the numeri-
cal value zero becomes evident when we for example think of the 
symbolism in Christian rituals. Jesus Christ can be paralleled to a 
numerical value zero: in itself it signifies nothing, but acquires 
meaning and acts as a source of meaning when joined to different 
aspects of value in the category systems of Christian individuals and 
communities. We only have to think of Christian rites of passage. The 
idea of Jesus as an embodiment of sacrality becomes represented in 
liminal boundary states such as in birth and the baptizing ritual, in 
the ritual of confirmation and also in rituals of marriage and death. 
Jesus is a culturally established symbolic bridge by which oppositions 
such as male/female, life/death, pure/impure, inside and outside 
sanctuary, inside and outside of the human body are brought into 
differential relationships. Let me here quote how Jonathan Z. Smith 
has described the logic of the sacred: "Here (in the world) blood is a 
major source for impurity; there (in the ritual) blood removes impu-
rity. Here (in the world) water is the central agent by which impurity 
is transmitted; there (in the ritual) washing with water carries away 
impurity. Neither the blood nor the water has changed; what has 
changed is their location" (Smith 1987: 110) Ritual exhibits the relig-
ious system and its differences by focusing attention on one or sev-
eral aspects of the systemic elements. Arnold van Gennep had a spe-
cial expression for this: he called it the pivoting of the sacred. 

Unlike Eliade Lévi-Strauss did not think that the sacred is a struc-
ture in human consciousness which refers to specific symbols in relig-
ious narratives in order to display their divine origin. Just like the 
concept of value, the sacred is a differentiating device that emerge 
from the systemic character of human thought. For Lévi-Strauss the 
sacred is at the same time an order of universe and a transforma-
tional situation when things are removed from places allocated to 
them; as Lévi-Strauss writes "being in their place is what makes 
them sacred for if they were taken out of their place, even in thought, 
the entire order of the universe would be destroyed" (Lévi-Strauss 
1968: 10). 

Along the Lévi-Straussian lines it can be argued that the idea of 
the sacred as it appears in the reports written by ethnologists and 
anthropologists and also in literary sources of established religions, 
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displays a primordial structure of human cognition that takes differ-
ent forms and contents according to the master narratives in the 
symbolic-cultural systems. The sacred is a socially constructed meta-
category by which metaphoric and metonymic relations between 
other cultural categories are established and mediated, e.g. between 
categories of person, gender, kinship, marriage, nation, or between 
moral categories such as justice, liberty, purity, propriety. 

7. Cognitive categories and their boundaries 

In the cultural anthropology of Mary Douglas, just as well as in re-
cent scholarship in cognitive anthropology, linguistics and philosophy 
the operation of human mind has received more serious attention 
(see Boyer 1993; Boyer 1994; Lawson 1993; Lawson and McCauley 
1990; Lakoff 1987; Lakoff 1989; Johnson 1987; Johnson 1991; Lakoff 
and Johnson 1980). Religious and other social concepts and catego-
ries that comprise and organize knowledge do not float in the air as 
abstract entities, but are inseparably connected to the corporeality 
and territoriality of human beings. For example George Lakoff and 
Mark Johnson argue that the structures of human understanding 
have their origin in the human body. Our conceptions of reality can-
not be separated from what we experience in our embodied interac-
tions. The idea of the sacred does not have an autonomy of its own as 
a religious category, but is inevitably linked with corporeality and 
territoriality as the structures of knowledge that constrain human 
thought and behavior. 

The idea of the sacred as a category-boundary that at the same 
time contradicts and unites all the other cultural categories has been 
developed implicitly by Mary Douglas. I say implicitly because 
Douglas refused to accept that the idea of the sacred and the idea of 
impurity had something to do with each other. Sacrality does not 
only mean that all members shall confirm to the class which they 
belong to, so that order, unity and integrity will be maintained (see 
Douglas 1989; Sperber 1996). There is also another side to the idea of 
the sacred as exemplified by the French sociologists Roger Caillois 
and Georges Battaille and to which Douglas's own studies on the 
taxonomic status of anomalous animals also bear witness. Impurity, 
forbiddenness and dangerousness are also characteristics of things 
classified as sacred. By the term 'sacred I refer here to a more gen-
eral semantic content of the term that comprises both its positive and 
negative, its right hand and its left hand dimensions (see Burnside 
1991). 
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The analysis by Douglas of the pangolin cult of the Lele can be 
taken as an example which demonstrates how taxonomic anomaly is 
one of the characteristics on the basis of which animals are classified 
as sacred. This can be done in spite of the fact that her theory of 
animal symbolism has been criticized e.g. by Dan Sperber in his re-
cently published article (1996). According to Douglas it is probable 
that species of animals will have symbolic value if they are perceived 
anomalous in regard to the attributes and properties defining the 
animals in the same category. With his findings concerning the taxo-
nomic status of Cassowary among the Karams in New Guinea, Ralph 
Bulmer corrected Douglas's imprecise formulation. Bulmer showed 
that it is not only the taxonomic anomaly that makes the animal 
`sacred', but its relation to human beings (Bulmer 1973). Anomalous 
character is not a sufficient criterion by which sacredness is defined, 
but its ability to serve as a vehicle for negotiating and reconceptualiz-
ing categorial boundaries by which difference is made e.g. between 
male and female and between kinship and territorial divisions. Per-
sons, animals and objects that are chosen as sacred symbols do not 
only reflect the idea of making a difference, but also the idea of tran-
scending the difference in order to produce growth of social values 
across the boundaries that differentiate categories. The sacred as a 
categorial boundary is universal cognitive property which is repre-
sented in various sorts of symbolism, not only in the symbolism of so-
called folk religions, but also in the symbolism of major world relig-
ions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam 
(see Pyysiäinen 1996). As long as there are categorial divisions in the 
world, there will always be some sort of symbolism of the sacred ac-
cording to which people make differences in thought and action and 
create boundaries that at the same time separate and unite. 

8. Recipe for scholars of religion to differentiate 
sacred-making characteristics 

Pay attention to how agents in cultural systems 

• perceive attributes and properties in times, places, persons, ani- 
mals, actions and categorize them in regard to attributes and 
properties that define members in the same category (possible op-
tions: taxonomic anomaly/ taxonomic completeness or wholeness) 

® signify properties in relation to systems of value in culture, society 
and in personal lives of individuals (by creating metaphoric and 
metonymic linkages) 
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• set them apart 
• idealize them as cultural models for guiding behavior and estab- 

lish normative boundaries against transgression and violation 
(pure/impure and licit/forbidden) 

e create systems of symbols and forms of cultural representation 
(embodiment and spatiality as central structures of knowledge in 
the process of symbolization and ritualization) 
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Challenges in the Study of Religious Values 

Introduction 

In the conduct of research, the social scientist operates with a set of 
principles which are guidelines for carrying out the study. These 
principles fulfill at least two objectives: (1) to safeguard the quality of 
results, and (2) to address ethical issues. The first set of objectives 
fall mainly within the scope of theory and methodology while the 
other objective has legal and ethical (or moral) concerns as its focus. 
Certain problems arise from the very assumptions or principles 
which are purported to enhance the researcher's work. The aim of 
this paper is to highlight some of these issues in the study of religious 
values with special reference to Africa and to suggest some solutions 
in the process. 

The discussion in this paper is centered on the theoretical, meth-
odological, and ethical problems involved in carrying out such re-
search. Of course these are not the only types of problems faced in 
the field: legal, ideological, political, and practical and logistic prob-
lems, for example, remain to be solved in social research. The discus-
sion on some of the challenges faced in the area of theory and meth-
odology are unique to each research tradition due to their divergent 
philosophical and epistemological presuppositions. I hope to draw 
special attention to the use of modern applications of multivariate 
data analysis which appears to be under-represented in the study of 
religions on the continent. The ethical concerns seem to apply more 
or less to any field of research irrespective of research heritage. I 
hope to argue that since methodology has vital implications for the-
ory, problems relating to suitability, appropriateness of research 
method, and ethical permissibility of methods should be taken into 
account in addition to epistemological considerations. The ethical di-
mension in research in particular has to attract special attention on 
account of its direct relationship to the harm and/or benefit of the 
research to participants, their right of privacy and confidentiality, 
their right to be informed and to consent, and the social or govern-
mental control over the whole research process. These demands im- 
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ply accountability of the researcher not only to research sponsoring 
agencies and to his/her own research community, but also to the local 
communities. 

At least thirteen religious persuasions identified in Africa have 
been given a historical (although brief) rundown by Platvoet (1996b: 
46-102). The study of religion on the continent has been concentrated 
on the three major ones, namely African Traditional Religions 
(ATRs), Islam and Christianity; but the emphasis has been on Chris-
tianity. Of late, however, a renewed interest is emerging in the study 
of Islam and ATRs but especially ATRs. 

Theoretical Challenges in the Study of Religious Values 

An important issue in the measurement of values in general is their 
identification. This falls within theoretical as well as methodological 
domains. The theoretical domain centers on finding answers to the 
question "what are values?", and the methodological inquires "how 
are values detected and measured?". These two are to a great extent 
interrelated and could be discussed together. But for the sake of 
analytical organization and clarity I shall separate them as men-
tioned above. 

The question "what are religious values?" demands a specific relig-
ious definition. But definitions in general and for most concepts in 
sociology (of religion) in particular are elusive. First what do we 
mean by 'values'? While I cannot make any detail analysis of the con-
cept of values in this paper, I shall give a brief description of it. Val-
ues are either limitations on, or motivations for behavior as they are 
contributory factor, positively or negatively, in determining human 
action according to the perceptions of the current situation as against 
what "ought" to be. (Barker, 1981:120). Put simply they are criteria 
for decision-making either for the individual or for the society. Hence, 
the value perceptions of a community in part determine rewards and 
punishments of its members, which help condition people to strive 
after those things which give psychological and emotional satisfac-
tion and avoid those which do not. 

Similar individual values together form a value system. Hence we 
may have a religious value system or an economic or commercial 
value system. Relevant to our discussion, a religious value system 
then would be the comprehensive system of norms or standards that 
guides ongoing activities, guides which source is attributed to the 
sacred entity being revered. A value system does not describe the 
values of any individual. It is the essence in which the diverse value 
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sets of individuals and groups are related as complementary ele-
ments of a single system. A value system, therefore, represents the 
aggregate of what is expected or hoped for, required or forbidden. In 
the religious sense, they are a persistent web of beliefs about favor-
able manner of deportment ranked in order of importance (Rokeach 
1973:5). Contrasting it with conduct, it is not a report of actual con-
duct but a system of criteria which forms the basis for judging con-
duct and applying sanctions. These in Albert's (1968:288) view entail 
operational, theoretical and functional elements. 

The above descriptions of values and value systems reveal their 
functions in any society. In short values serve as standards for guid-
ing ongoing activities, and value systems as general plans used to 
resolve contentions and to make decisions. Besides they also have 
motivational functions in which they have adjustive, ego-defensive, 
knowledge and self-actualization elements (Rokeach 1973: 14-16). 

The human 'values' concept has certain correlates chief among 
which include norms, sanctions, needs, motives and attitudes. Are 
these equivalents of 'values' or not? These concepts are very much 
closely related to "value" and reference to them are often unavoid-
able in the explanation or description of specific "values." The prob-
lem arises in identifying the relation between these concepts and the 
concept of "values". This is where care should be taken. It is neces-
sary to understand the differences and links between values, norms 
or rules, and sanctions or controls, for example. While values in a 
culture stand for the peoples' goals or objectives in their life, the 
norms are the regulations/rules they are enjoined to adhere to in or-
der to achieve their values. The sanctions on the other hand consti-
tute the means by which members of the particular community make 
sure that every one in the group will follow the proper values, respect 
and observe the governing norms. Also although many particular 
motives may reinforce commitment to a given value they cannot be 
taken as their equivalents. 

The definition of religious values depends on the epistemological 
orientation of the researcher in relation to his/her view of religion. 
The study of religion and religious orientations in Africa has over the 
years been carried out by both theologically inspired scholars of relig-
ion and anthropologists, but of late sociologists and psychologists 
have joined the task each peddling their disciplinary perspectives 
and world-views which color their work and specifically the definition 
of religion. Those, like some scholars of religion, who see religion as 
fulfilling sacred and cosmological needs, thus emphasizing the sui 
generis, or the "intrinsic value" nature of religion would define it in 
substantive terms. On the other hand those who, like most sociolo- 
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gists and social anthropologists, secularize religion viewing it in 
terms of societal needs, functions and control, would define it in 
functional terms. This has been the historical tendency in the social 
sciences in explaining indigenous religions of Africa in particular. 
The above discussion shows, therefore, that the pick between a 
"substantive" and "functional view of religion, whether African or 
otherwise is based on the individual researcher's perspectives and 
concerns. 

The functional view is especially stressed when it comes to assess-
ing conversion from ATRs to Christianity in Africa. This is often rep-
resented as having economic overtones (Hopkins 1970:46; Meyer 
1995), instead of emphasizing a genuine change of religious affilia-
tion, or the possession of a subjective religious perspective. Often so-
cial psychological paradigms such as relative deprivation (RD), and 
its close associate, social comparison, are utilized to explain the 
spread of Christianity in Africa.1  Hopkins, for example, made use of 
"learning and role conflict theories to conceptualize and interpret his 
point of view (1970:53). His arguments derive from the need for re-
capturing the perceived deprivations and loss of security experienced 
in traditional societies, with the expectation of rewards through links 
with Europeans (1970:47). In this way recruitment into the new 
Christian community is seen in terms of socioeconomic indicators, 
discounting personality factors. Although use of this theoretical per-
spective was dominant from the 1950s to mid 1980s, traces of it are 
still detected today among some authors who use it to categorize the 
religious inclinations of Africans. An illustration of this is found in 
Meyer (1995) who attributed the preoccupation of "most" Ghanaians 
in the correlation between evil spirits and financial problems to eco-
nomic deprivation. More on this under "Ethical Challenges" below. 

The challenge posed to the researcher in the field of religious stud-
ies, therefore, is to delineate religion in a cogent conceptual frame-
work which would form a suitable basis for a research project. A sec-
ond concern is the balancing act so that the sociological inquiry does 
not turn into a deterministic venture where the religious phenome-
non is interpreted on the basis of socioeconomic factors. In the end 
this means the researcher needs to develop a theoretical working 
definition of what religion and religious values are, ready for confir-
mation or refutation in research. 

Not only the applicability of categories but also theoretical formu-
lations developed in European contexts need to be re-examined, for 
example, the application of the "secularization" (and laicization), and 

See further elaboration on this in Asafo (1997). 
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the "rational choice theories dominant among sociologists of religion 
in the 1980s and 1990s respectively. Although there is no easy way 
out of these problems it is important to be articulate in the choice of 
language and categories as well as theoretical concepts in conveying 
our findings about the cultures we study. 

Methodological Challenges in the Study of Religious 
Values 

Basically, there have been two main research approaches used in re-
ligious studies. These are the qualitative and quantitative method-
ologies. Qualitative research is the research tradition mainly em-
ployed especially by ethnographers and historians, in data collection 
and analysis. This research tradition is distinguished by five main 
intellectual perspectives which provide it with its distinct epistemol-
ogy. These are phenomenology, symbolic interactionism, verstehen, 
naturalism, and ethnogenics.2  There are a variety of approaches un-
der this tradition today but the three main methods normally used 
are: participant observation, unstructured interviewing, and life his-
tory. One can also find the increasing use of the group discussion and 
the phenomenography methods. The group discussion approach is a 
combination of observation and conventional unstructured interviews, 
organized in a group discussion format. Phenomenography is applied 
particularly in analyzing how people perceive phenomena. It has 
been used mainly in the confines of educational perception. This ap-
proach is equally suitable to be used in obtaining perspectives on re-
ligious orientations. It falls into the confines of post-modern radical 
empiricism which "aims to describe accurately and in such detail the 
experiences of the people under study that outside readers are able to 
enter those experiences" (Bourdillon 1996:145). 

Quantitative analysis on the other hand builds on applied mathe-
matics. Researchers using this method have a range of specialized, 
standardized set of data analysis techniques to choose from. These 
are usually statistical techniques relying these days more and more 
on computer programs such as Statistical Package for the Social Sci-
ences (SPSS), Biomedical Programs (BMDP), Statistical Analysis 
System (SAS), and Minitab. The use of this method requires manipu-
lation of numbers that represent empirical facts in order to test ab- 

2  I am not able to discuss each of these methodological positions in this pa-
per. The interested reader may refer to Bryman (1988), and Ritzer (1992). 
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stract hypotheses with variable constructs. This empirical data is 
acquired through survey questionnaires, and normally transformed 
into numbers, which stand for values of variables used to measure 
characteristics of subjects, respondents or other cases. The symbolic 
language of statistical relationships between variables is used to dis-
cuss or establish 'causal' or correlational relations. It is assumed that 
social phenomena can be measured and or quantified using numbers 
and when manipulated according to the laws of statistics, the num-
bers reveal features of social phenomena. This mode of investigation 
is favored mostly by sociologists of the positivistic-naturalistic incli-
nation in contrast to the humanistic-culturalistic legacy. The positiv-
istic-naturalistic group asserts that the social sciences are basically 
similar (methodologically) to the natural sciences. For this reason the 
same kind of reasoning, method, and explanatory role were to be 
applied in the social sciences as in the natural sciences. On the other 
extreme pole are the humanistic-culturalistic camp who deny any 
similarity between physical events such as those investigated by 
natural scientists and man's social actions, which is the center of in-
vestigation in the social sciences. The old confrontational line still 
exists on the question of whether it is appropriate or even desirable 
at all to subject social phenomena such as religious values to investi-
gation using methods applied by natural scientists. The challenge 
confronting the researcher in this line of work is to determine how 
far to go with the use of sophisticated statistical/mathematical ap-
proaches to the research. While one should be careful in recommend-
ing a strictly high-constrain statistical approach to the study to such 
human phenomena as religious values, more light may be shed by 
the use of at least descriptive statistical methods. 

Broadly speaking, the methods of social research may be divided 
into three categories. These stand for the different ways in which the 
data are secured: (1) experimental manipulation, (2) questioning of 
respondents, and (3) direct observation (Kelman 1982:68). Each of 
these main categories has been subdivided into three groups ending 
up in nine types of research methods. See table 1 for details. 

Experiments and manipulations lie outside our field of study but 
are found mostly in the natural sciences and some sections of psy-
chology and, therefore, would not be treated in this paper. In the con-
text of our present discussion our concerns are mainly in the confines 
of the last two categories: questioning of respondents, and direct ob-
servation. As mentioned above the study of religion and religious ori-
entations in Africa has been pursued by both theologically inspired 
scholars of religion and anthropologists, sociologists and psycholo-
gists. These researchers carry out their work with these two types of 
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research frame of reference. Within these bounds it is argued that 
the phenomenological and comparative historical approaches in re-
spect of the study of religions in Africa with special reference to ATR 
should be encouraged in place of the hitherto theological and social-
functional strategies (Olupona 1991). The phenomenological per-
spective is a dual procedure in which there are (1) morphological, and 
(2) hermeneutical phenomenology (Benneman, jr., et al, 1982:14). 
The normal mode of approach has been surveys and interview stud-
ies, records and secondary analysis, unobtrusive public observation, 
and participant observation. 

Table 1. Categories of Research Methods 

Each of the categories of method mentioned above has both technical, 
epistemological and ethical issues to contend with. The ethical di-
lemmas are deferred until when I discuss ethical problems later. For 
now we shall highlight the technical and epistemological challenges 
associated with the two main research traditions. These problems 
center around (i) Reactivity and the lack of Ecological Validity (ii) 
Verstehen and interpretation, (iii) Theory building, (iv) Validation, 
and (v) Poor representativeness and generalization. 

(i) Reactivity and the lack of Ecological Validity 
Despite differences between the quantitative and qualitative tradi-
tions of research both have similar technical problems. Chief among 
these are "reactivity" and the lack of "ecological validity", also known 
as "demand characteristics" in psychology, due to the unintended in-
fluence of the researcher's personality (age, race, gender, educational 
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status, etc.), and his/her research equipment and instruments. These 
may create a variety of undesirable results in that people's behavior 
or responses may not be actually their normal behavior or views. 
Conversely, the issue is one of "researcher reactivity" or "researcher 
bias", otherwise called "experimental reactivity" or "experimental 
bias" in psychological studies (Rosenthal 1976). It may be suggested 
that, in order to secure natural behavior, the researcher must be 
uninvolved. 

Validity in scientific research "refers to how well a study, a proce-
dure, or a measure does what it is supposed to de (Graziano & 
Raulin 1993:60). In other words how accurately an indicator meas-
ures a construct under study. The lack of "ecological validity" can be 
seen in the sensitivity to slight changes in wording and the 
un/availability of the necessary knowledge to answer a question on 

the part of the respondent. Therefore, the question is how best the 
researcher's instruments capture the daily life, conditions, opinions, 
values, attitudes, and knowledge base of those being studied as ex-
pressed in their natural habitat. This kind of problem is particularly 
common and pronounced in religious research. Furthermore, this 
situation is further complicated by the fact of social desirability on 
issues as most interview reports are personally reported intentions of 
interviewees which may really not describe their actions. Often re-
spondents belonging to religious groups would like to prove their un-
failing loyalty to, and solidarity with their group by giving insincere 
responses to sensitive inquiries. Sometimes these perceived sensitive 
questions are avoided. In questionnaire situations in quantitative 
research they are not answered at all and thus creating the problem 
of missing values during analysis. Often the avoidance of sensitive 
questions may be traced to about three (or possibly four) sources: 
mistrust and/or, fear, agnosticism, and carelessness. With these con-
siderations the data collected may be rendered "ecologically invalid." 

As a solution to this problem Bourdillon suggests the involvement 
of participants in the collection of data, a practice which may be con-
sidered to reduce this situation. But often even "insiders" such as 
rulers, priests or even individual believers may misrepresent the 
dominant view in a particular community in the case of qualitative 
research (Bourdillon 1996:140-141;). A detail procedure such as in-
volved in the "analytic induction" and "grounded theory" approaches 
may minimize this misrepresentation (cf. section on "Problems with 
theory building" and "Poor Representativeness" below). Furthermore, 
solutions may be found, or the incidence minimized by planning the 
research project to include a pilot phase (that is, finance permitting) 
when such methodological problems and others may be detected and 
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resolved before the main research. During this time too trust could be 
forged between the community and its leaders, and the researcher. 
This is to be done through the same strategy of rapport building by 
making the interviewees know why the research is being conducted 
and its benefit to them. Although "reactivity" and "ecological validity" 
are not restricted to any one research technique, it is much more 
pronounced in qualitative than in quantitative research. 

A related problem in quantitative research is Reliability. This is 
the ability of a set of indicators of latent constructs to be consistent in 
their measurement. In other words, it is the degree to which a set of 
indicators "contribute" to the measurement of a construct. While reli-
ability does not guarantee validity and vice versa, they are two sepa-
rate phenomenon but inter-related conditions. A measure may be 
accurate (valid) but not consistent (reliable). The two together or 
separately often result in a further problem of measurement error, to 
be discussed later. 

(ii) Verstehen and Interpretation/Explanation of Human Action 
Social science strives to explain human action which in its broadest 
sense means "meaningful behavior". It is not always certain whether 
a man's behavior is intentional or not because both (as in the case of 
the source of morality) the internal and external causes of a specific 
act are often complex and obscure. Among the various questions that 
arise from this realization is how the social scientist should under-
stand and explain man's "meaningful" behavior? Should his/her task 
be the causal explanation of such action on an individual or social 
basis? Should the explanation be "subjective" or "objective? That is 
to say should the explanation of human action follow the methods of 
the naturwissenschaften (the natural sciences) which seek to explain 
objectively observed phenomena by means of general laws (pro posi-
tivistic-naturalistic), or should it rely on the faculty of verstehen or 
understanding (pro humanistic-culturalistic)? For the humanistic-
culturalistic proponents, since the social or cultural sciences are of a 
character basically and radically different from that of the natural 
sciences, there is the necessity for the concern for the subjective 
states of men. This is the concern with understanding and interpret-
ing men's motives and cognitions. This brings in the discussion on 
Verstehen, or "understanding". The central issue in this verstehende 
sociology is the idea of "objectivity" or "Epochè" (the suspension of 
normative judgment) in the explanation and interpretation of human 
action including religiously motivated behavior. The arguments for 
and against this philosophical basis of interpretation since Max We-
ber's time have been treated well now and again in the literature 

3 
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(Truzzi 1974:1-2; Brodbeck 1968; Bourdillon 1996). Researchers who 
have taken the non-aligned position and suggesting different ways of 
understanding this concept have also emerged (Cox 1996). 

The dominant hallmarks of qualitative research are physical near-
ness to the entity under investigation: direct face-to-face interaction 
between the researcher and the entity being investigated in their 
environment; and the insistence on taking the informants perspec-
tives. In this, consideration is given to the events, actions, norms, 
values, etc. which, in the researcher's objective view, is permissible or 
appropriate in the context of the perspectives of the participants in 
that social setting. This is a laudable objective and needs to be emu-
lated by quantitative researchers when dealing with African cul-
tures, despite the problem of the ability of the researcher to perceive 
and interpret events and phenomena as do his/her sources due to 
background differences between the researcher and the respondents. 
This shortcoming may be made up for by the application of what is 
known as the triangulation of measurement method. This is a meth-
odological approach whereby some of the shortcomings of structured 
questionnaire survey are catered for by the inclusion of open-ended 
questions, thus giving the respondents opportunity to express their 
views freely in their own words. This gives much more substance to 
otherwise sometimes "dry" mathematical/statistical "explanations" 
encountered in most quantitative research. 

Arguments for the application of verstehende methodology seem 
appealing in certain respects but unworkable in others as many so-
ciological propositions are. It is not evident that an investigator can-
not explain human action unless he/she has experienced him/herself 
the psychic states he/she imputes to them, or unless he/she can suc-
cessfully recreate such states in imagination. Is it to be taken, for 
example, that a sociologist has to go through the psychological proc-
esses leading to suicide and then commit suicide before he/she can 
understand why people commit suicide under certain conditions? 
Granted that the investigator has experienced these psychic states or 
reproduced them, his/her explanation could still be far off the mark 
simply because he/she is a unique personality different from the per-
son or group of persons whose actions he/she is observing. For exam-
ple, it is possible to "know" that a believer who endows his/her estate 
to his religious organization has the love and welfare of his/her relig-
ious organization at heart, or has done so for fear of his/her god, 
without the researcher experiencing or recreating such love, or fear 
in him/herself. 

Generally, it is accepted that the social sciences (sociology in par-
ticular) attempt the interpretative understanding of social action in 
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order to arrive at a causal explanation of its cause and effects. Ex-
planation requires a grasp of the complex of meaning in which an 
actual cause of understandable action thus interpreted belongs. The 
method of verstehen alone, therefore, cannot do justice to the compre-
hensive explanation or understanding of human actions particularly 
in the field of religion, a subjective phenomenon. Greater service 
could be rendered if applied in conjunction with the other modes of 
interpretation, i.e., the covering-law forms, very much favored in 
quantitative inductive/deductive-statistical and deductive-nomologic-
al analyses. 

In relation to the study of religions in Africa the apparent crossing 
of ideological boarders is necessary not only in the research methodo-
logical traditions but also between academic disciplines. This seems 
to be the dominant view in the research community today (Olupona 
1991; Platvoet 1996; Bourdillon 1996:140). Platvoet's (1996:118) con-
clusion is that the use of the multidisciplinary approach to the study 
of religions in Africa, a view point which combines anthropological, 
historical, phenomenological, comparative and other religious studies 
approaches, yields better results. Olupona (1991:3) contends that this 
will provide us with a more accurate interpretation of the essence of 

African religious beliefs and world-views". He alleges signs of this are 
already emerging in the research community concerning the study of 
African traditional religions, citing Hacket's commendable style of 
amalgamation of the historical approach with the sociological in the 
study of the religious environment in Calabar (Nigeria). I however, 
concede the fact of some problems with inductive-statistical explana-
tions which should be avoided. 

(iii) Problem with theory building 
A feature of qualitative research is the need for relevance (Holme & 
Solvang 1991:105ff.): relevance relating to both the researcher and 
the actor under study.3 Researcher relevance among other things 
deals with whether the result develops new theoretical knowledge 
and more useful understanding and models. Actor Relevance on the 
other hand deals with praxis.4  This element examines the usefulness 
of the information and the resultant theory building for better under- 

3  Other aspects of Researcher Relevance are: (1) what value direction the 
result has; and (2) the understanding value the result has. 
4  Additional elements of Actor Relevance deal with procedure or description; 
provocation: the importance to create reaction with the entity being investi-
gated; self-experience: the extent to which the researched entity cooperates 
so that the actor gets a better understanding of and consciousness about 
him/herself. 
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standing of, and change of praxis for the entities being investigated. 
The question is whether in our bid to measure religious values our 
intention is to develop a theory, and if so when does one begin formu-
lating such a theory? 

In order to bring these problems to manageable limits, many re-
searchers today (especially those in the qualitative tradition) em-
phasize the generation of theories rather than just trying to test al-
ready formulated theories and concepts as prevalent in quantitative 
research. To enhance a better linkage between theory and investiga-
tion, several approaches have been developed. Two of the most fre-
quently cited approaches today are the analytic induction (Bryman 
1988), and grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss 1987; 
Strauss and Corbin [eds.] 1997) as a means of generating theory 
which is embedded in data, and also as a procedure to avoid the for-
mulation of theories and concepts in advance of beginning field work. 
This is in order not to impose a potentially foreign framework on tar-
get societies or institutions through whose perspectives ethnogra-
phers (and sociologists) insist they want to view the social phenome-
non; and also because there is the possibility of introducing a prema-
ture closure on the issues to be investigated, as well as the possibility 
of the theoretical constructs departing excessively from the views of 
participants in a social setting" (Bryman 1988:81). This calls for 
strategies which are relatively open and unstructured and in which 
the formulation and testing of theories and concepts proceed at the 
same time as data collection. 

(iv) Poor Representativeness and Generalization 
One main limitation in low-constrain methods of research, to which 
belong case study and naturalistic observation is poor representa-
tiveness. The problem associated with the reliance on a single case 
(be it a school, a community, a firm) poses a challenge of how far it is 
possible to generalize the findings of such research. One cardinal 
element of the problem is the representativeness of the case study 
findings to all the members of the population from which the case 
was selected (Graziano & Raulin 1993:132). The concern to see 
through the eyes of one's informants in qualitative research raises 
the need to address the question of the typicality of the eyes through 
which he/she is seeing. This in itself is an indication of the use of an 
appropriate framework to the investigator's mode of research. An 
example is the advice offered by Glaser & Strauss (1967) on the pref- 
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erence of theoretical sampling5 over statistical sampling. The theo-
retical sampling approach alleviates the predicament of the represen-
tativeness of the eyes. 

Three further possible solutions to this dilemma have been sug-
gested by Bryman (1988:88-90). First the researcher may study more 
than one case (the comparative approach). Secondly a number of 
cases may be examined by more than one researcher (the team-cum-
comparative research approach), and thirdly, to seek a case which is 
'typical' of a certain group of characteristics. Finally, a time series 
(longitudinal) approach to research is recommended, in which series 
of detailed interviews over a long period of time are conducted, in-
stead of a one time short survey interview in which respondents give 
responses without giving much thought to it. There is also the need 
for a thorough and proper reconstruction of historical sources of the 
research material through proper "source criticism". This may take 
care of not only the nuisance of inadequate symbolism but also of re-
liability (Platvoet 1996:116). It is evident that in the past, views on 
African religiosity normally represent those of the ruling or upper 
classes, as earlier information was primarily collected from such 
classes of the African society (Westerlund 1993:58-59). Just as Euro-
pean missionaries of the first and early part of the second of the four 
Christian missionary periods in Africa (1444/45-1790; 1790-1840; 
1840-1890; and 1890-1960) concentrated on the ruling classes, so did 
the anthropologists and early historians and churchmen who re-
searched and wrote on African culture and religion. 

An aspect of the poor representative conclusions on religions in Af-
rica has been the unreliable statistical data on the distribution of re-
ligions on the continent. Few would deny the fact that empirical data 
in this discipline is awfully atypical and undependable often illus-
trated by unacceptable levels of margin of error in figures presented 
in the literature on religions on the continent. For example, statistics 
provided by prominent writers like Barrett (1982:782) have been se-
riously contradicted by Folala.6  Also conclusions reached by Mandi-
venga (1991) based on Folala's figures, although similar to the trend 
in change of religious affiliation as presented by Barrett has been 

5  In theoretical sampling, in order to address the question of the adequacy of 
sample, the researcher observes only as many activities, or interviews as 
many people, as are needed in order to "saturate the categories being devel-
oped, and then moves on to the next theoretical issue and repeats the same 
process. 
6  Folala's (1988:11) conclusions cited in Pobee (1991:58). 
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questioned in some other quarters.' In the area of empirical 
(statistical) religious study there seems to be a gross lack of the sci-
entific urge in response to a fair sense of representativeness. The 
challenge, therefore, to the researcher on religions in Africa is to 
move more towards a research which has a resemblance of the scien-
tific approach instead of guesswork and approximations. One way of 
solving this difficulty may be through the direct action of the re-
search community. Researchers should make the conscious and can-
did effort by way of symposiums when and where such theoretical 
and methodological questions, which cannot be solved easily by any 
one researcher by him/herself acting alone, would be identified. Then 
the community as one voice could confront national governments to 
include such information in their national population censuses, if 
held at all. But first the national governments have to be convinced 
that the inclusion of such information on religion in their censuses 
can also be of benefit to their countries. It is clear that some nations 
on the continent have deleted questions on religious affiliation and 
practice from their population census questionnaires. This only con-
tributes to the already confused nature of the study of religions on 
the continent, at least the quantitative sense. 

Identification of Religious Values 
With the identification of values comes the age old puzzle: "how do 
we know whether we are identifying or measuring values and not 
attitudes?" Or put differently, are social scientists not taking atti-
tudes for values in their social investigations?" Attitudes as Thur-
stone (1959:216) describes it is the sum total of a man's inclinations 
and feelings, prejudice or bias, preconceived notions, ideas, fears, 
threats, and convictions about any specific topic." This reveals the 
subjectivity and personal nature of attitude. Irrespective of these 
characteristics "attitude" should not, according to Thurstone, disqual-
ify it from being used as a scientific measure due to the availability of 
opinions which are one's expressions, verbal or written about an atti-
tude.' Opinions serve as symbols of attitudes. Therefore, in order to 

7 This was contained in a correspondence I received from Arvi Hurskainen, 
the editor of the Nordic Journal of African Studies in April 1997. 

Thurstone (1959, 216) restricts "opinion" to verbal expression which we 
deem not wholly adequate. Written expressions could equally describe one's 
attitude since an opinion, verbal or written symbolizes an attitude. Of course 
if someone has written a statement it could equally be referred to as what 
he/she "said". 
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measure attitudes one could use opinions despite its limitations,9  es-
pecially that of trustworthiness because of the problem of reactivity 
innate in field research. 

The discussion on the operationalization of psychological/- 
sociological concepts may not be complete without the mention of the 
inclusion of background factors such as if the respondent had been 
brought up in a religious home, and the perceived religiosity of par-
ents or adult guarantors, in the whole research process. It is gener-
ally agreed that childhood experiences often have serious implica-
tions for adult life. For that matter while designing a research ques-
tionnaire or formulating a research proposal, this should also be 
considered. 

A significant aspect of a culture is language. The identification and 
study of religious values, therefore, involve the content analysis of 
the suitable verbal as well as written material of the religious heri-
tage. This is made up of the community's traditions (oral and writ-
ten) and folklore: folktales, riddles, wise sayings, etc., which may 
constitute a mass of ideological material. This category is equally 
necessary and important as its identification reveals implicit as-
sumptions in social discourse which in turn uncovers values not oth-
erwise readily observable. In more literary societies where religious 
thought has been preserved in written form one of the usual ways is 
to rely on literary texts—holy books and/or other literature—that 
spell out the belief and ritual systems of the said religion. For exam-
ple, the Bible for Christians, the Qur'an for Muslims, the various Ve-
das for Hindus, Tripitaka for Buddhists, or the Book of Mormon for 
Mormons. Relying on texts in the interpretation of religious values 
poses a special problem in identifying the religious values in ATRs in 
this manner for lack of coded text.10  On the other hand Platvoet 
(1996:116) has found two major virtues (a high degree of contextuali-
zation and representativeness) in the study of the history of religions 
of Africa despite the lack of religious texts. 

Even the study of coded religious traditions on the continent such 
as Christianity and Islam poses other measurement challenges due 
to certain ingrained cultural and/or ideological realities. Examples of 
these include the near peculiar translation and interpretation of for-
eign (particularly English) words such as "religion" into African lan- 

9  For a discussion on the limitations involved in using 'opinion' as an index 
of attitudes, see Thurstone (1959:215-219). 
1°  This should not, however, be construed as the usual excuse advanced by 
"Western scholars to deny the existence and authenticity of African history", 
in this case the history of African religions. Cf. Platvoet (1996:115-116). 
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guages due to their historical evolution. This may be illustrated 
among the Ewes of south-eastern Ghana with the etymological devel-
opment of the two contrasting sacred entities: Mawu for the Chris-
tian "god" and Abosam for the "devil", and the resultant or accompa-
nying meaning given to the idea of religiosity (Meyer 1992). It has 
been found in my own research that the Ewe idea of religiosity is ac-
corded only to Christians and not to any other religious community. 
This is due to the etymology of the Ewe word Mawusuborsubor, and 
translation of this word from English into the Ewe language. To 
avoid this kind of enigma care, therefore, has to be taken in the 
translation of foreign language questionnaires, and prior knowledge 
of even the ideological basis of linguistic terminologies and expres-
sions is vital. A significant issue is the use of questionnaires in re-
gions for which it was not originally designed, without due revisions 
to suit the ideological view points prevailing in the area. It is impor-
tant to revise such research instruments to take into account cultural 
and ideological conceptualizations in order to give a more meaningful 
explanation of the belief contents of the people if in-depth interviews 
are impossible. 

Adopting other Methodological Approaches: The case of Multi-
variate Data Analysis 

Although research on religion in Africa is carried out either in the 
form of questioning of respondents or direct/participant observation, 
the subcategory of questionnaires and tests, and structured observa-
tions are minimal. Equally important to be encouraged should be the 
quantitative approach in the form of questionnaire data. This is not 
to say this strategy is of any superior significance but its increased 
use may fill the statistical void that has been created by its little use. 
Inglehart (1990:130) insists that despite its curtailed adequacy, there 
are some indispensable advantages in using this quantitative ap-
proach to the study of religion: (1) It is a means of obtaining vastly 
larger sample size than one could obtain with in-depth interviews; (2) 
Moreover this is essential if the objective is to make reliable inter-
generational comparisons or control for social background factors; (3) 
the mass survey, as done for example in the European Values Survey 
over the past ten years, can provide representative national samples 
— something extremely useful if one wishes to know what is happen-
ing to a society as a whole or to analyze phenomena in cross-national 
perspective; and (4) the public opinion survey has been a proven ap-
proach which has been found to be quite accurate and reliable for 
many purposes. 
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Furthermore, the use of the quantitative approach and relevant 
techniques such as found among multivariate data analysis, e.g., 
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), helps bring out vividly, by 
mathematical manipulation the underlying structural relations 
among the various dimensions of the religious orientations and social 
concerns. For example, one may want to know how religion relates to 
differences in socioeconomic status in society, its relationship to 
technological changes, e.g., on issues like health (the AIDS epidemic 
and in what circumstances religion might put sway on sexual prac-
tices and promiscuity, or birth control issues, alcohol consumption 
and/or abuse, etc.), agriculture, education, and religion's role in social 
conflict and peace. Qualitative approach as championed by radical 
empiricists may deal with such issues but falls short of giving us how 
widespread and typical these views are, which is of immense impor-
tance for policy makers. In other words theories generated through 
isolated case studies by the use of qualitative method need to be re-
evaluated in order to see how widespread the views expressed are in 
the community. This can be done more appropriately through socio-
logical studies of religion relying more on multivariate data analysis. 
Bourdillon (1996:147) observes, and quite to the point that The ar-
tistic impressions of radical empiricism may on occasion speak to 
such issues but we also need to know how widespread these impres-
sions remain valid: we need to do some counting." 

One, however, encounters some drawbacks in their operation, not 
the least as it is heavily theory driven. It is used mainly as a proce-
dure of theory testing and confirmation, a criticism qualitative re-
searchers are quick to point out. But this need not be so because sta-
tistical models can also be used as excellent means of, not only theory 
testing and confirmation but also theory generation, just as qualita-
tive approaches like analytic induction and grounded theory men-
tioned earlier, if properly applied. 

Besides, the application of this method requires the use of modern 
machines particularly powerful computers and the appropriate sta-
tistical computer programs, not to mention the special skills involved 
in working with them. It is evident that research projects of this type 
are poorly represented in the literature of the study of religions and 
religious values on the continent. If it is the lack of resources such as 
computers and their paraphernalia, African governments should be 
pressed to see the importance of such equipment in the academic 
pursuits of both students and teachers, and should be encouraged to 
provide them. On the other hand if the deficiency is due to undevel-
oped relevant skills, reflecting inadequate curriculum content, the 
university authorities should be made aware of the need so that 
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where this is wanting syllabuses in such universities would be re-
vised. An attempt in this direction is under way in some universities 
by way of offering more detail methods courses to students: But this 
seems inadequate as much of it concentrates on the qualitative leg-
acy. 

There are at least eleven different varieties of multivariate tech-
niques to choose from: I shall not burden the reader with all of these 
in this paper.11  The choice of a particular technique is determined by 
the objective and theoretical direction of the research. Each of these 
follows a structured approach of six steps in multivariate model 
building, except Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) commonly 
called LISREL (one of the more popular computer programs used for 
it), which goes through seven steps and is unique to SEM (Hair, jr:, 
et al, 1995): SEM examines a series of dependence relationships si-
multaneously, unlike other multivariate approaches. Its widespread 
use is traced to its two most important strengths: (1) while it allows a 
straightforward method of dealing with multiple relationships simul-
taneously with statistical efficiency, (2) it also has the ability to ap-
praise the relationships thoroughly, thus providing a shift from ex-
ploration to confirmation analysis (Hair, jr:, et al., 1995:617): Hence, 
SEM has an added advantage in that it is a simultaneous factor, 
multiple regression and path analyses: The seven steps involved in 
SEM are (1) developing a theoretically based model, (2) constructing 
a path diagram of causal relationships, (3) converting the path dia-
gram into a set of structural equations and specifying the measure-
ment model, (4) choosing the input matrix type and estimating the 
proposed model, (5) assessing the identification of the structural 
model, (6) evaluating goodness-of-fit criteria, and (7) interpreting and 
modifying the model. 

Model equations are in two parts: the Measurement Equation, and 
the Structural Equation. The Measurement Equation is that part of 
the model where we see the relationship between the dependent 
variables and the observed variables. The Structural Equation is the 
reset of the model where there are only the structural relationships 
among the unobserved (latent: dependent and/or independent) vari-
ables: These equations, according to step 3 of the SEM process, are 
specified either in mathematical (regression) equations or in Lisrel 
special formulations (notations). Often the third step is skipped by 
researchers, for this is taken care of later in steps 5 and 6 by the 
computer program: The critical points in the model building using 

11  Interested readers may consult the following from which further reading 
lists may be obtained:  Hair, jr:, et al:, (1995); Hoyle, (ed:) (1995): 
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the SEM technique are steps 5 to 7: It is at these points that special 
attention is to be paid to the operational assumptions mentioned be-
low: 

In the use of multivariate data analysis the researcher cannot 
avoid the use of certain basic terms. Assumptions in this type of 
analysis are based on such terms as dependent and independent 
variables, latent and observed variables, error terms, and parameter 
coefficients, variances and covariances, to mention a selection: Op-
erational assumptions inherent in the notion of "cause within the 
framework of variable analysis include the absence of specification 
error, identification problem, measurement error, and assumptions 
dealing with error terms (Lewis-Beck 1980:26-30; Hoyle 1995:1-15): 
Using this research approach is not an easy way of presenting the 
religious inclinations of respondents: It has its peculiar drawbacks 
and difficulties: But there is the need to re-assess the hitherto over-
emphasis on the qualitative approach to the detriment of its quanti-
tative counterpart: Some matching is overdue. 

Ethical Challenges in the Study of Religious Values 

In the work of the social researcher there is always the presence of 
moral dilemmas which need urgent attention. This plight has the 
very real potential for violating the conditions of human freedom and 
is that it takes place at an intersection of ethical and epistemological 
systems, thereby posing unforeseen moral dilemmas for the anthro-
pologist (Appell 1978: ix): Appell's comments certainly do not apply 
to the discipline of anthropology only. Much can be said of all social 
investigation. It is important to be aware of the ethical dilemmas and 
pitfalls associated with social research. 

The requirements of these predicaments demand that researchers 
thread the delicate line between the scientific requirements of meth-
odology and the appropriate human relations (rights and values) that 
face the potential threat posed by the research (Kimmel 1988:9): This 
calls for underlying guiding research principles in order to proceed 
both ethically and without putting into jeopardy the validity of the 
research project as far as possible. Four broad ethical principles are 
invoked in the study of human participants: (1) autonomy/self-
determination, (2) nonmaleficence, (3) beneficence, and (4) justice 
(Beauchamp, et al:, 1982:18-39): These principles form the bases of 
the dilemmas facing the researcher: In that regard the researcher is 
continually faced with the question: "how can I conduct myself ethi- 
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cally and still have headway through sound and generalizable re-
search?" 

Ethical problems may be classified according to the level of the re-
search process where they show their implications most clearly: 
These include treatment of research participants/respondents, re-
sponsibility to society, and integrity in the collection, analysis and 
reporting of data: The difficulties are also wide ranging with certain 
characteristics. In Kimmel's (1988:30-36) judgment, the source of 
ethical problems is conflicting values, and the complexity of a single 
research problem can give rise to multiple questions of proper behav-
ior. Judgments about proper conduct lie on a continuum ranging 
from the clearly unethical to the clearly ethical: He supposes that an 
adequate understanding of an ethical question sometimes requires a 
broad perspective based on the consequences of research, and that 
though sensitivity to ethical issues is necessary this realization is not 
enough for solving them: Furthermore, dilemmas relate not only to 
the conduct of the research but also to the subject matter as well: Fi-
nally while ethical issues involve both personal and professional ele-
ments, it can pertain to science (as a body of knowledge) and to re-
search (conducted in such a way as to protect the rights of society 
and research participants). An irony in this area is that an ethical 
problem can be encountered as a result of ones decision to conduct or 
not to conduct a specific study: 

There are a range of ethical issues which have bearing on the 
measurement of human values (including religious ones) which raise 
difficult moral dilemmas: Essentially ethical dilemmas are linked to, 
and arise from the various categories and subcategories of research 
methods mentioned earlier (Kelman 1982:69): These dilemmas cover 
particularly the harm and benefits of social research to participants, 
their right to privacy and confidentiality, their informed consent and 
the social control of the findings of the research (Boruch and Cecil, 
eds., 1983; Beauchamp, et al:, 1982): These issues have untold impact 
on the concrete interests of participants, the quality of interpersonal 
relationships and the wider social values: Taking the impact on the 
wider social values, for example, is the presence of diffuse harm, (i:e:, 
the perversion of the political process, manipulation, inequality, arbi-
trariness); reduction of private space and erosion of trust (e:g:, cyni-
cism and anomie). 

Another vital issue to be mentioned here is the issue of accountabil-
ity (Riecken 1983:9): There are two kinds of accountability: (1) ac-
countability of an agency sponsoring research for the way in which 
its funds have been spent: Corollary to this is the accountability of 
the researcher to discharge his/her contractual responsibility to the 



CHALLENGES IN THE STUDY OF RELIGIOUS VALUES 	 45 

agency: how honest has been the performance of the various research 
tasks? (2) researcher's accountability to his scientific colleagues: In 
this regard one has to inquire continually of him/herself: have I ful-
filled my tasks in a well recognized scientific manner with enough 
data to disclose, and details of procedure to allow competent peers to 
verify my performance?" 

The researcher is not only responsible to his/her research commu-
nity but also specifically to the community studied: True to the philo-
sophical bias of their disciplines, Western researchers (not the least 
over represented are Anthropologists) all too often descend on Afri-
can communities treating them as guinea-pigs in a scientific labora-
tory. While this is done sometimes with the best of intentions, it is at 
other times done nonetheless to the point of misuse, exploitation and 
misrepresentation resulting in the diffuse harm pointed out above. 
Meanwhile the researchers harvest huge benefits in the form of 
money, fame and academic credentials (Njinya-Mujinya 1996:120-
121): The challenge usually arises during the analysis and interpre-
tation of the materials obtained in the field study: Often observations 
in the African setting are erroneously presented as not matching up 
to certain pre-set European/Western criteria (Lewis 1990:313-314): 
This is not uncommon even in the study of religions in Africa. ATRs 
in particular are viewed as being full of superstition and magic 
(Murphy 1990:323-324); and often accorded the stigma of 
"primitivity, as though similar manifestations and practices are not 
found in Europe and the rest of the Western world: This indirectly 
reveals the ethnocentricism of such writers some of whom may be 
unaware of it: It is important therefore, that the researcher on Relig-
ions in Africa should allow the phenomenon a level playing ground as 
offered to other religions and regions of the world: While it is neces-
sary or even important to make comparisons sometimes in research, 
it is equally necessary avoiding using preset standards. The religious 
phenomenon in Africa should be understood, respected and accu-
rately presented in its cultural context. The imposition of the norms 
and values of the researcher's own culture should be deceased from, 
absolute "neutrality" should be encouraged towards all and any be-
liefs or the academic establishment. 

A prominent although often ignored problem is the question of re-
spondent validation. Respondent validation is the practice whereby 
ethnographers submit a version of their findings to the objects of in-
quiry for feedback: The difficulty here lies in the nature of the rela-
tionship between the researcher's data, which is the interpretation of 
his/her informants world-views, and the elaboration of those data as 
a report for academic audiences: A significant aim of research should 
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be the advancement of knowledge, which would be put to good use to 
better the conditions of the society which has been studied. For that 
matter it is imperative that the society in which the study have been 
conducted should be informed about the scientific findings about 
them: 

One way of making the informant-researcher communication com-
plete is to establish information banks in rural Africa as suggested by 
Njinya-Mujinya (1996). This would go a long way to satisfy the 
"respondent validation" requirement in research. Njinya-Mujinya's 
suggestion, if taken seriously would benefit not only the research 
community but also the community in diverse ways. In this case and 
relevant to our focus in this paper, the religious communities or so-
cieties should be made into research centers of some sort and deposi-
tory of information. Religious organizations should be involved in 
setting up this reservoir of knowledge. They are to be encouraged to 
take research seriously and to give the necessary assistance to re-
searchers in the field to minimize the incidence of mistrust and un-
desired reactions on the part of respondents. This may only be 
achieved, in my opinion, if those being studied are made to be aware 
of the tangible benefits of the study. For example, members of relig-
ious organizations could be briefed on how a particular study could 
improve their spiritual well-being, or in another, their economic well-
being in order to contribute to the advancement of their religious be-
liefs. 

The subjection of informants or respondents in a research situation 
involves a form of control: This power is derived from the knowledge 
gained from the observation of, say the religious systems and values 
of a society, which are fitted neatly into the researcher's own pre-
conceived categories. A recent example is found in Meyer (1995) who, 
while discussing the prominent view among Christians in Ghana 
about the devil and money", straight away concluded, unconvinc-
ingly I suppose, that the link Ghanaians make between "satanic and 
demonic activities" and money is traced to the poverty of the people: 
She maintains that In one way or another most of the stories of sa-
tanic and demonic activities are to do with money. In view of the pov-
erty of many Ghanaians this is not astonishing: Many people have 
financial problems and are looking for ways and means to overcome 
them" (1995:239). Perhaps the author is ignorant of the fact that this 
link has little to do with economic prosperity or lack of it, and that it 
is a cultural phenomenon (part of the religious heritage of Ghana-
ians). Moreover careful investigation will reveal that this link is not 
drawn only by the "poor" but also the wealthy of the Ghanaian soci-
ety. This is an unacceptable example of the researcher forcing his/her 
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categorizations onto the situation without establishing any bases (in 
this case no basis at all) for the viewpoint(s) expressed: It is a credit 
to Post-modern radical empiricism which pays attention to this un-
welcome condition and, therefore, accords the relevant rank to the 
perceptions of informants without being deterministic: This is made 
possible by considering the relationship between the researcher and 
the people under study as one of equality, in which researchers must 
adopt a policy of openness in their study, and state clearly what they 
are doing, their objectives and reasons. It is imperative to note, there-
fore, that knowledge should not be sought only for its own sake, 
without due consideration to its practical value and power implica-
tions: 

Conclusion 

The purpose of the discussion in this paper has been to highlight 
some of the difficulties faced by researchers in their investigation and 
measurement of religious orientations: Broad areas discussed include 
theoretical, methodological, and ethical problems associated with so-
cial research in general but particularly with religious studies in Af-
rica: 

I support the view that the choice and employment of a research 
method should not take only the epistemological aspects into account 
but also its suitability to, and the purpose of, the research. Consid-
erations should also be given to the cultural and ideological elements 
of the community whose value system is to be or being examined: 
Methodology has vital implications for theory. If the methodology is 
invalid and unreliable so may be the results of the research making 
theory seriously hindered: Significantly I urge that quantitatively 
oriented research which is under-represented in religious studies in 
Africa be stepped up, in order to reap the vast benefits entailed in the 
application of such research strategy: Multivariate data analysis does 
not only allow us to see the broader degree of representativeness of a 
theory, but also gives us the view of the structural links between di-
mensions of a particular theory or hypothesis: In the case where the 
use of only one research technique is bound to give confusing results 
it may be advisable, finance and time permitting, to use the triangu-
lation of measurement method to curtail, to some degree, incompre-
hensible results. 

The ethical dimension of social research is special since it has to do 
unrestrictively with the injury and gain of the research to the par-
ticipants, their right of privacy and confidentiality, their right to be 
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informed and to consent, and the social or governmental control over 
the whole research process. There are guidelines to follow as in any 
other research: These demands imply accountability of the researcher 
not only to research sponsoring agencies and to his/her own research 
community, but also to the local communities (political leaders in-
cluded) where the researcher might find him/herself working: These 
demands are vital since they deal with interpersonal relationships 
and moral issues most of the time. 

The awareness of the theoretical, methodological, ideological and 
ethical dilemmas involved in social research may enhance the work 
of researchers in their contribution to knowledge and understanding 
of cultures. There have been calls to take the transcendence and sa-
cred in African thought seriously: This call was followed with the ap-
peal constantly to evolve new ways of studying and viewing African 
Traditional Religions (ATRs) (Olupona 1991:2): While this was in the 
context of African culture and indigenous religions, it would not be 
out of place to extend this appeal to cover other religious forms on the 
continent. To answer this call needs a reappraisal of the scientific 
methods that have traditionally been employed to study religions on 
the continent in order to provide "better and more 'objective' knowl-
edge about them: insights which can claim some improvement in im-
partiality, representativity and reliability after they have been criti-
cally tested, and accepted as for the moment valid knowledge by the 
global scientific community ..." (Platvoet 1996:129-130): 
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PASCAL BOYER 

Cognitive Aspects of Religious Ontologies: 

How Brain Processes Constrain Religious 
Concepts 

A cognitive study of religion shares some of its concerns with tradi-
tional approaches in cultural anthropology or the history of religion: 
It aims to explain why and how humans in most cultural groups de-
velop religious ideas and practices, and why these have recurrent 
and enduring features: By contrast with other approaches, however, 
a cognitive approach centres on one particular set of factors that 
influence the emergence and development of religion: The human 
mind is a complex set of functional capacities that were shaped by 
natural selection and evolved, not necessarily to build a coherent or 
true picture of the world and certainly not to answer metaphysical 
questions, but to solve a series of specific problems to do with sur-
vival and reproduction. A crucial aspect of this natural mental 
make-up is that humans, more than any other species, can acquire 
vast amounts of information through communication with other 
members of the species: A cognitive study takes religion as a set of 
cultural representations, which are acquired by individual minds, 
stored and communicated to others: It is quite natural to wonder to 
what extent what humans acquire and transmit is influenced by 
evolved properties of the mind: Obviously, many other factors influ-
ence the spread of cultural representations: economics, ecology, po-
litical forces and so on: The point of a cognitive approach is not to 
deny that there are such factors, but simply to show that, all else 
being equal, properties of the human mind too have an important 
influence on some aspects of human cultures: 

In this paper I will present some general features of the cognitive 
study of religious concepts, and then present in detail a framework 
that emphasizes the role of universal cognitive constraints on the 
acquisition and representation of religious ontologies: I will then 
present anthropological and cognitive data that supports the model: 
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I will conclude with some general methodological consequences of a 
cognitive approach to religion: 

1. Cognitive diversity in religious representations 

That we take a cognitive route, influenced by developments in psy-
chology, linguistics, artificial intelligence and neuro-physiology, has 
some general consequences that must be emphasized at the outset: 

[1] It means that we study processes that underlie people's con-
scious thoughts, yet are usually inaccessible to consciousness: For 
instance, research in psycho-linguistics shows how natural language 
understanding requires automatic processes that are completely in-
accessible to introspection: 

[2] It implies that claims about cultural representations should be 
based on independent experimental evidence: For instance, if we say 
that religious representations answer certain needs of the human 
mind or are constrained by particular features of the mind, we need 
independent evidence for the existence of these needs or properties: 

[3] It may result in re-drawing what seem to us obvious bounda-
ries and categories: For instance, it seems to us that there is such a 
thing as "religion", that we can find in diverse cultures: It may be 
the case that religion is in fact a cognitive motley, each part of 
which is transmitted in a spcific way, so that the unified conceptual 
package of "a religion" is largely an illusion: 

The last point is particularly important to cognitive studies: If we 
consider the mental representations involved in what we usually 
call religion, we observe that they belong to several different types 
or "repertoires", which may well have very different properties: 
"Religion" in the ordinary sense combines (among other things) at 
least five different domains of representations, to do with (i) the ex-
istence and specific powers of supernatural entities, (ii) a particular 
set of moral rules, (iii) notions of group identity ("our" religion is not 
"theirs"), (iv) types of actions (rituals but also daily routines or ta-
boos) and sometimes (v) particular types of experience and associ-
ated emotional states (the main focus of W: James's psychology of 
religion): Now there is no reason to think that all these repertoires 
are represented or acquired in the same way: To take a distant 
analogy, consider natural language again: acquiring our mother 
tongue requires that we acquire a particular phonology and a par-
ticular syntax: Now these are represented in very different ways in 
the mind, they involve different specialized areas of the brain, and 
the acquisition process is very different for these two aspects: So, in 
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the same way, it may be the case that we acquire and transmit a 
religious ontology in a way that is unrelated to the way we acquire 
and represent a religious morality, and so on: Obviously, connec-
tions are then established between these types of representations, 
but we should not take for granted that "religion" is a unitary cog-
nitive phenomenon: 

I have another reason for insisting on this point: If we examine 
each of these different "repertoires" of religious representations, it is 
quite obvious that all of them also appear in non-religious represen-
tations: A religious ontology stipulates that there are specific agents 
with special causal powers; but we have a host of ontological as-
sumptions about the existence and causal powers of various types of 
objects and agents in the world, as well as all sorts of concepts for 
fictional agents and objects with particular properties: There are 
specific moralities transmitted in a religious context, but morality 
extends beyond that and many moral rules and conventions are 
outside the scope of religion: There are religion-based concepts of 
ethnicity, but also many types of ethnic identities not founded on 
other criteria: There are religious rituals, but also non-religious 
ones: Religious experience, if it is specific at all, could be compared 
to other types of private experience, not all of which have religious 
content: 

It may be the case, then, that in each of these "repertoires", the 
cognitive processes underlying religious representations have more 
to do with non-religious concepts in the same "repertoire", than they 
have with religious ones in other repertoires. To take a central 
question, the way we acquire and transmit a religious morality may 
have more to do, from a cognitive viewpoint, with the way we ac-
quire and transmit morality in general than with other aspects of 
religion: This may seem odd, since religious morality is presented to 
us as a direct consequence of the existence of particular supernatu-
ral agents and of their wishes: However, remember point [1] above: 
the actual cognitive processes involved in acquisition and represen-
tation may be quite different from what they seem to conscious re-
flection: 

In this paper, I will pursue these questions in the limited domain 
of religious ontologies, that is, mental representations concerning 
the existence (and causal powers) of various supernatural entities: I 
will try to show, in accordance with the points above, [1] that relig-
ious ontologies are not exhausted by what people can consciously 
report as their "religious beliefs", [2] that there is experimental evi-
dence to show how they are actually acquired and represented, and 
[3] that religious ontologies are parasitic on non-religious ontological 
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assumptions, so that it makes no sense to study people's religious 
concepts in this domain unless we have a good description of their 
non-religious concepts for everyday beings and objects: 

2. Religious ontologies: a concept-based approach 

There is undeniable cultural diversity in religious representations: 
This is why we will start from the assumption that cross-cultural 
diversity should be a starting-point for the systematic study of relig-
ious representations rather than an afterthought: The variety of 
religious representations to be found in the world is an advantage as 
well as a challenge for cognitive studies: Consider supernatural 
agents for instance: In many societies there are several gods, in oth-
ers there are no gods at all, or both gods and spirits, or ghosts only, 
etc: 

This cross-cultural diversity does not entail that religious concepts 
are the product of an unconstrained form of imagination: Cultural 
representations in general are widespread because, all else being 
equal, they are more easily acquired, stored or transmitted than 
others (Durham: 1991; Sperber: 1985; Sperber: 1996), and an ac-
count of religious representations requires an explanation of their 
cognitive salience (Bloch: 1985; Whitehouse: 1992): If we focus on 
the recurrent patterns underlying the apparent diversity of relig-
ious representations, it appears that they are constrained by a small 
number of principles, which are part and parcel of normal, everyday 
cognition and not specifically religious in nature (Boyer 1994b; Law-
son and McCauley: 1990): 

The ontological assumptions found in most religious systems, in 
otherwise diverse environments, generally constitute direct viola-
tions of intuitive expectations that inform everyday cognition (Boyer 
1994a): Consider some widespread forms of religious ontology: Spir-
its and ghosts are commonly represented as intentional agents 
whose physical properties go against the ordinary physical qualities 
of embodied agents: They go through physical obstacles, move in-
stantaneously, etc: Gods, too, have such counter-intuitive physical 
qualities, as well as non-standard biological features; they are im-
mortal, they feed on the smell of sacrificed foods, etc: Also, religious 
systems the world over include assumptions about particular arti-
facts, statues for instance, which are counter-intuitive in that they 
are endowed with intentional psychological processes: They can per-
ceive states of affairs, form beliefs, have intentions, etc: 



COGNITIVE ASPECTS OF RELIGIOUS ONTOLOGIES 	 57 

Anthropologists are sometimes tempted to say that these religious 
assumptions are perfectly "intuitive to the people who hold them, 
but this is not based on any experimental evidence, is directly con-
tradicted by everyday life in the cultures concerned, and in any case 
would make it very mysterious, that the people concerned find their 
religious notions so fascinating: In the precise sense used here, the 
term "counter-intuitive means that religious concepts include some 
assumptions that violate ordinary intuitive expectations of the kind 
that is routinely described in cognitive (and developmental) ac-
counts of "naive physics" or "naive biology" or "theory of mind". An 
important result of experimental studies of early conceptual devel-
opment that a number of broad ontological categories correspond to 
specific principles, which (i) orient the child's attention to particular 
perceptual cues for each ontological domain, (ii) constrain the child's 
inferences derived from those cues and (iii) develop in relatively 
autonomous developmental trajectories: As Gelman puts it, the ini-
tial principles of a domain establish the boundary conditions for the 
stimuli that are candidates for feeding coherent development in that 
domain" (R: Gelman 1990: 83): This is observed at the level of cate-
gories such as PERSON, ANIMAL, PLANT or ARTEFACT: Clearly, cate-
gorical discriminations along ontological lines are present from in-
fancy, as concerns PERSON as opposed to the rest (Morton and John-
son 1991; Meltzoff: 1994), ARTEFACTS v: NON-ARTEFACTS (Mandler 
and Bauer 1989; Mandler, Bauer and McDonough 1991): At 18 
months "children do not differentiate dogs from horses or rabbits in 
the same way that they differentiate dogs from sea or air animals" 
(Mandler, Bauer and McDonough 1991: 290): The identification of 
objects as belonging to such categories as PERSON, ANIMAL, PLANT or 
ARTEFACT triggers specific forms of inference which focus on particu-
lar aspects of the objects considered and only handle information 
pertinent to that aspect: This is clearly visible in such domains as 
the representation of number (Gallistel and Gelman 1992; Antell & 
Keating 1983; Starkey, Spelke and Gelman 1990), the understand-
ing of the physical properties of solid objects (Baillargeon: 1987; 
Baillargeon and Hanko-Summers 1990; Spelke: 1990), biological in-
ferences (Gelman 1986; Becker and Ward, 1991), and the represen-
tation of mental states (Baron-Cohen: 1995): Some of these catego-
ries and principles appear very early: intuitive physical expectations 
about the behaviour of solid objects can be observed from the first 
months of life: Other domains take more time to develop, like the 
various systems that govern our inferences about other people's 
cognitive processes, which become gradually more complex between 
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1 and 5: Intuitive biology emerges rather slowly, perhaps as a result 
of development in other domains. 

The main conclusion from these studies is that, by the age of 6, the 
various domain-specific principles are in place and govern people's 
expectations about physical, biological and cognitive aspects of their 
natural and social environment: These expectations are automatic, 
they are produced by principles that are largely inaccessible to con-
sciousness, and they do not seem to be much changed by subsequent 
development and experience: Religious concepts seem to include 
representations that go against the expectations delivered by this 
universal "intuitive ontology": 

One should not confuse what is intuitively counter-intuitive from 
a cognitive viewpoint, with what is perceived as unfamiliar Some 
religious assumptions can become part of a cultural "routine; this is 
orthogonal, to the question whether they violate tacit, intuitive onto-
logical principles: Most important, when I say that some religious 
assumptions are counter-intuitive, I do not mean to suggest that 
they are not taken as real by most people who hold them: On the 
contrary, it is precisely insofar as a certain situation violates intui-
tive principles and is taken as real that it may become particularly 
salient. It is the conjunction of these two assumptions that gives 
such representations their attention-grabbing potential: 

Religious concepts, then, are constrained by their connection to 
what could be called an "intuitive ontology": a set of broad categories 
about the types of things to be found in the world, together with 
quasi-theoretical assumptions about their causal powers: This pro-
vides a first approximation for the range of religious representations 
likely to be "successful in cultural transmission: Cultural represen-
tations need cognitive salience to be acquired at all, and a violation 
of intuitive principles provides just that. The idea of spirits being in 
several places at once would not be counter-intuitive, if there was 
not a stable expectation that agents are solid objects and that solid 
objects occupy a unique point in space: In the same way, the notion 
of statues that listen to one's prayers is attention-grabbing only 
against a background of expectations about artifacts, including the 
assumption that they do not have mental capacities: 

Beyond this, religious representations are further constrained by 
intuitive ontology: Counter-intuitive elements do not exhaust the 
representation of religious entities and agencies: For instance, 
ghosts are construed as physically counter-intuitive: At the same 
time, however, people routinely produce a large number of infer-
ences about what the ghosts or spirits know or want, which are 
based on a straightforward extension of "theory of mind"- 
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expectations to the spirits: Indeed, most inferences people produce 
about religious agencies are straightforward consequences of acti-
vating those intuitive principles that are not violated in the repre-
sentation of those supernatural entities: These background as-
sumptions are generally tacit and provide the inferential potential 
without which cultural representations are very unlikely to be 
transmitted: 

This framework makes certain predictions about the cognitive 
processes involved in the acquisition and representation of religious 
concepts, as well as about the cultural consequences of these proc-
esses: In particular, I will centre on the following consequences of 
the model: 

[1] The cultural recurrence of religious concepts should mirror 
their counter-intuitive nature: That is, all else being equal, we 
should expect recurrent religious concepts to include combinations 
of counter-intuitive assumptions and intuitive background as de-
scribed above: 

[2] If counter-intuitive assumptions are found in widespread relig-
ious concepts, there must be some cognitive mechanism that makes 
them easier to acquire, store or transmit than other assumptions: 

[3] The counter-intuitive part of religious concepts is only the 
overt, accessible part of these representations: In order to acquire 
those concepts and draw inferences about religious agents or enti-
ties, people in fact activate a background of intuitive assumptions 
which are in accordance with their usual expectations: 

In the following sections, I briefly discuss anthropological evidence 
for [1] and direct cognitive evidence for [2] and [3]: 

3. Evidence for cultural spread of counter-intuitive 
concepts 

This model implies that the variety of recurrent religious ontological 
assumptions should be very limited: Intuitive ontologies produce 
specific expectations that apply to a limited number of broad onto-
logical categories, so that the number of assumptions that directly 
violate them should be limited too: Moreover, not all violations are 
compatible with maintaining an intuitive background that supports 
inferences about the agencies postulated: 

Indeed, despite their apparent diversity, religious beliefs are in 
fact based on a very limited set of ontological assumptions, combin-
ing a few ontological categories: PERSON, ANIMAL, ARTEFACT, 

NATURAL OBJECT and PLANT as well as a few domain-specific infer- 
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ence engines, to do with intentional states, biological processes and 
physical reality: This would produce such recurrent combinations as 
PERSON with counter-intuitive physical properties (e:g: spirits, etc:), 
PERSON with counter-intuitive biological properties (e:g: immortal, 
or with particular reproduction, etc:), PERSON with counter-intuitive 
psychological properties (e:g: zombies or possessed people), ANIMAL 

with counter-intuitive biological properties (e:g: metamorphosed into 
other animals) and ARTEFACT with intentional properties (e.g. 
thinking statues): I showed elsewhere that these constraints from 
intuitive ontology result in a very limited "catalogue of possible re-
ligious assumptions which, even including rather rare combinations, 
does not amount to more than fifteen combinations of ontological 
category and violation (or counter-intuitive transfer) of domain spe-
cific assumptions (Boyer 1998): The generative principles that pro-
duce this catalogue are entirely derived from the main ontological 
categories and domain specific inference modules generally identi-
fied in the psychological literature: Yet these categories generate a 
list that is fairly representative of the most common forms of relig-
ious ontological assumptions: This, obviously, applies to the onto-
logical assumptions underlying religious representations, not to the 
specific set of "surface" features that accompany them: For instance, 
the principle of intentional agents with counter-intuitive physical 
properties is widespread the world over; but in each cultural envi-
ronment it is accompanied with detailed, and highly variable ex-
plicit notions about the characteristics and behaviour of those 
agents: 

In the absence of precise and reliable statistical data, it would be 
difficult to go further as regards the relative spread or distribution 
of religious ontologies: However, it seems clear that: 

[11 some of these combinations (the SPIRIT and ARTEFACT WITH 

COGNITIVE POWERS types in particular) are so widespread that it 
would be difficult to find human groups that do not have them; 

[2] these and other types of religious ontologies always require 
some background input from intuitive ontology; 

[3] one does not find culturally widespread ontologies that do not 
combine such categories as PERSON, ANIMAL, ARTEFACT, PLANT with 
violation or transfer of intuitive psychology, intuitive biology or in-
tuitive physics; 

[4] when scholarly elites put forth a version of religious ontology 
that deviate from these combinations, these are generally 
"normalized by popular representations towards one of the cases 
described here: This is a familiar phenomenon: A scholarly elite can 
devise representations that go far beyond the violation-transfer sys- 



tem described here, and for instance postulate an ontology that con-
tradicts intuitions of identity (in the case of the Holy Trinity) or as-
sumptions about agency (in the case of the non-anthropomorphic 
universe of literate Buddhism): Such constructions are transmitted 
in their own right through scholarly transmission, and routinely 
ignored (in Christianity) or supplemented (in the case of Buddhism) 
by popular culture: 

To sum up, the distribution of cultural representations seems to 
confirm the prediction that, all else being equal, representations 
that combine counter-intuitive principles and intuitive background 
in the way described here are more likely than others to be ac-
quired, stored and transmitted, thereby giving rise to those roughly 
stable sets commonly described as "cultura": This is where we must 
give an account of the process that would lead to such differences in 
transmission. In the rest of this paper, I will show that this model is 
supported by experimental psychological evidence. 

4. Recall for counter-intuitive concepts 

The present model of religious concepts predicts that counter-
intuitive elements are better recalled or recognized than represen-
tations that conform to intuitive expectations: However, one of the 
few direct studies of recall for such material, Bartlett's famous study 
of transmission chains for mythical stories, seemed to suggest pre-
cisely the opposite: For Bartlett, subjects tend to normalize stories to 
familiar "schemata" and discard their strange or exotic elements 
(Bartlett: 1932). So one could think that whatever conflicts with 
"schemata" or intuitive ontology would be discarded too: However, 
Bartlett's studies were very limited and could confound two causes 
for poor recall and distortion: The subjects might have discarded 
particular items from exotic stories either because they were cul-
turally alien or because they were counter-intuitive, and Bartlett's 
conclusions about "schemata" do not distinguish between these two 
aspects: More systematic studies by Barrett (1996) and Boyer 
(1994b) show that, once effects of cultural familiarity are controlled 
for, counter-intuitive items do produce better recall: Both studies 
used quasi-stories in which a variety of items (PERSONS, ARTEFACTS, 

ANIMALS) were described as exhibits in an inter-galactic museum. 
Barett studied transmission of items on three "generations" of sub-
jects: Recalled items from each generation subjects were used as 
stimulus material for the next generation: The stimuli came in three 
levels" of oddity: [1] conforming to intuitive expectations, [2] non- 
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standard but not counter-intuitive and [3] counter-intuitive (in the 
precise sense given above): In all categories, Barrett found a signifi-
cant transmission advantage for counter-intuitive items [3] over 
standard ones [1], and in the PERSON category there was an advan-
tage of counter-intuitive over both standard [1] and non-standard 
[2]: 

With slightly different stimuli in a similar format, Boyer chose to 
measure immediate recall after a distraction task, without further 
transmission to other generations of subjects (This is mainly be-
cause recall and transmission results are not really different: The 
transmission over n generations only amplifies effects of recall that 
can be seen in each generation's recall performance): The goal of 
Boyer's study was to measure the differences between various types 
of counter-intuitive properties for different categories: A first study 
included standard items [standard assumptions or SAs], as well as 
violations of intuitive expectations [assumption violations or AVs] 
(e:g: artefacts that have no shadow or suddenly disappear, people 
with extraordinary cognitive powers): In both types of items the 
properties were applied to the appropriate category of objects: the 
artefacts had physical properties, the persons had psychological 
properties: The study shows a significant advantage of AVs over 
SAs, with an interaction with category type, the counter-intuitive 
physical properties of ARTEFACTS being slightly better recalled than 
counter-intuitive psychological properties for PERSONS: A second 
study tested standard items against transfers of intuitive expecta-
tions [assumption transfers or ATs]: Here all properties were in con-
formity with intuitive expectations, except that they were either 
applied to the appropriate category (a person with a psychological 
property) or to the inappropriate one (an artefact with a psychologi-
cal property): This, too, showed a significant advantage of ATs over 
SAs, again with a category effect for ARTEFACTS: In both studies, 
then, counter-intuitive items seemed to carry a significant advan-
tage in terms of recall over control items: 

These controlled studies did not use material presented as 
"religious" and post-study questionnaires showed that subjects did 
not assimilate them to religious concepts: The questionnaires also 
showed that cultural familiarity had little effect on recall: For each 
item used, subjects were asked whether they had ever encountered 
such notions in films, stories, dreams, etc: There was no correlation 
between this and recall performance: On the other hand, there was 
a strong, not really surprising correlation between recall and ex-
plicit judgments of "oddity" about the items: 
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There is evidence, then, that counter-intuitive assumptions of the 
type found in religious ontologies may have a higher cultural sur-
vival potential than other representations simply because of a better 
recall potential: This would provide the causal mechanism for the 
fact that concepts that include these assumptions are found as re-
current features of religious ontologies, as they are less likely than 
other concepts to be discarded in the course of cultural transmission: 
Obviously, one should want to go further and explain this signifi-
cant advantage for recall: There are two possible explanations here: 
One is that counter-intuitive items are recalled better simply be-
cause they are surprising and differ from everyday experience, and 
therefore require more processing than standard items: This would 
seem the simplest and most economical explanation: But it has 
problematic consequences for our model of religious concepts: If 
counter-intuitive items are recalled (and transmitted) simply be-
cause they are odd or unfamiliar, one would expect all sorts of 
variations in cultural representations based on such assumptions: 
This is because there are indefinitely many ways in which a repre-
sentation can diverge from everyday experience: As a result, we 
should find indefinitely many varieties of salient religious ontolo-
gies: But this is not the case, and we find recurrent features in relig-
ious concepts: Also, as I said above, people in most groups over-learn 
the religious ontology that is common in their cultural environment; 
they do not find it surprising, yet that is no obstacle to its transmis-
sion. An alternative explanation, in the line of the present model, is 
that particular combinations of counter-intuitive and intuitive as-
sumptions are better because of the combination of salience and in-
ferential potential described above: 

This is rather difficult to test, but a first step is to show that 
"surprise or oddity effects can be excluded as an explanation: Bar-
rett's first study (see above) indicated that oddity is probably not the 
main factor, since it showed differences in recall between counter-
intuitive items and non-standard but not counter-intuitive ones: To 
show that mere oddity is really not the main factor here, Boyer de-
signed another study, in which standard and counter-intuitive items 
were compared to items that are even stranger than the counter-
intuitive ones: This was done by using four types of items: [a] stan-
dard, [b] violations, [c] transfers, [d] combinations of violations and 
transfers [AVTs]: For instance, one could have [a] artefacts with a 
single location in space, [b] artefacts that disappear every now and 
then, [c] artefacts that have offspring, and [d] artefacts that have 
offspring of a different 'species'. The [d] type combines activation of 
the wrong inference domain (biology in this case) for the category 
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(ARTEFACT) and the wrong inference within that domain (things that 
have a biology normally have offspring of the same species): The 
point of this design was that, if mere strangeness or distance from 
experience was the factor driving recall, then the subjects' perform-
ance would be best for [d] items [AVTs], which were twice removed, 
as it were, from intuitive ontology: On the other hand, if certain 
particular types of combinations were particularly salient, this two-
fold oddity should give those items no special advantage in terms of 
recall: This is what the results indicate: AVT items showed no recall 
advantage, quite the opposite; recall for such items was significantly 
lower than for either assumption violations [b] or assumption trans-
fers [c], although it remained higher than for standard items [a]: 

5. The intuitive background: "Theological Correctness" 

Let me now turn to another prediction from the model: As I said 
above, recurrent religious concepts comprise a salient, accessible 
counter-intuitive part, but also an intuitive background which con-
sists of all relevant expectations from intuitive ontology that are not 
explicitly violated by the overt religious concept: We have lots of an-
ecdotal evidence that this is the case, and my summary of anthropo-
logical data above used that: We rarely observe religious ontologies 
that do not include this tacit background: imagine for instance spir-
its that are located nowhere, or an omnipotent God who can per-
ceive nothing at all, or the idea that ghosts become inanimate blades 
of grass or kitchen knives, etc: To take less extreme examples, this 
requirement of inferential potential also explains the relative spread 
of religious assumptions: The notion of a spirit (an agent with (i) 
strange physics and (ii) standard psychological properties) is sym-
metrical to that of a zombie (an agent with standard physics and 
counter-intuitive intentional properties): Although both notions are 
counter-intuitive, the former is much more widespread than the lat-
ter, probably because ascribing standard psychological properties to 
a religious agent affords much more inferential potential than con-
struing it as a solid object: In all cultural environments where one 
finds notions of "zombies", these non-intentional agents are in-
variably construed as "remote-controlled" by other agents, which 
invariably turn out to have all the usual features of intentional 
agents as construed by intuitive "theory of mind": 

However, since this intuitive part of the religious concept is not 
accessible, we cannot really be sure that it plays the role described 
in this model, namely driving inferences, unless we have precise 
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experimental evidence to that effect: What we want to show is that, 
unbeknown to the subjects, their inferences (e:g: that a given fea-
ture of the religious agent entails another feature, or that the agent 
does this because of that reason, etc:) and their predictions are in 
fact driven by background assumptions which are not accessible or 
culturally transmitted: 

A dramatic illustration of this phenomenon is a study by J: Barett 
and F: Keil of concepts of "God" and other counter-intuitive agents 
in both believers and non-believers (Barett & Keil, 1996): Barrett & 
Keil first elicited explicit descriptions of God: These generally centre 
on counter-intuitive claims for extraordinary cognitive powers: Most 
subjects describe God as an agent who can perceive everything at 
once, focus his attention on multiple events simultaneously, and so 
on: The subjects were then tested on their recall of simple stories 
involving God in various scenarios where these capacities are rele-
vant: On the whole, subjects tended to distort the stories in ways 
that were directly influenced by their tacit, intuitive principles of 
psychology: For instance, they recalled (wrongly) that in the story 
God attended to some problem and then turned his attention to an-
other, or that God could not perceive some state of affairs because of 
an obstacle, although such information was not in the original sto-
ries: This is particularly impressive in that intuitive principles that 
specify limitations on cognitive powers (e:g. perceptions are hin-
dered by obstacles between the object and the perceiving subject) 
are diametrical to the subjects explicit beliefs about God: The 
framework summarized above would explain how such contradic-
tions are possible: The two types of representations are distinct and 
contribute to different aspects of the representation of religious 
categories: attention-grabbing salience for counter-intuitive assump-
tions and inferential potential for tacit intuitive assumptions: Inci-
dentally, it is striking that neither the explicit concept nor the infer-
ences produced by subjects show any difference correlated with the 
subjects' particular faith, denomination or even general attitude to-
wards religion: Atheists, Hindus and Christians of various denomi-
nations have similar performance. The study was replicated by Ba-
rett in India with Hindu participants, using a combination of Hindu 
deities and novel counter-intuitive agents, with similar results: 

Barrett & Keil use the term "theological correctness" to denote this 
tendency for subjects explicitly to entertain a description of super-
natural agents that is not actually used in representing or predict-
ing their behaviour: This limiting-case shows that spontaneous as-
sumptions from intuitive ontology are constantly produced to sup-
port inferences about religious entities: This applies, a fortiori, to 

5 



66 	 PASCAL BOYER 

cases in which there is no direct conflict between the explicit and 
the tacit part of the religious concept, such as the more general case 
of spirit-concepts or artefacts with cognitive powers: 

6. Is "religion" an integrated cognitive domain? 

To sum up, there is evidence, both anthropological and psychologi-
cal, for a description of religious ontologies as based on a limited, 
salient, counter-intuitive violation or transfer of expectations: As I 
said above, recall is only one aspect of cultural survival, albeit a 
crucial one: I do not want to  suggest that cultural representations 
are simply a function of memorability. The point here is more mod-
est; differences in recall can cause differences of cultural survival in 
a way that accounts for some recurrent cultural representations: 
There are many other aspects of transmission beyond recall, and we 
have anecdotal evidence that some aspects can even override mem-
ory factors: Jokes for instance are notoriously difficult to recall, yet 
seem extremely stable as a set of cultural representations: They can 
be construed as the analog of germs that have few physiological ef-
fects yet are extremely contagious: In this case it is fast transmis-
sion (and motivation) rather than recall that results in a transmis-
sion advantage: 

Beyond these simple effects, one must remember that particular 
modes of transmission can impose strong constraints on the concepts 
transmitted. Consider for instance the contrast between religious 
concepts acquired though salient, rich sensory experiences such as 
initiation rituals, and those acquired through rote-learning and sys-
tematic teaching: These are not simply different routes towards the 
same conceptual structures: They seems to have a direct influence on  
the representations acquired and their organization, because differ-
ent kinds of experience activate different memory processes (.ref 
Whitehouse): So the salience and inference constraints described 
here are only one dimension in the complex dynamics of acquisition: 
Still, there is definite evidence that, all else being equal, religious 
concepts tend to display particular combinations of salient assump-
tions and background inferences in a way that constrains religious 
ontologies: 

The conclusions and conjectures summed up above are all cen-
tered on the domain of religious ontology:  claims about the existence 
and causal powers of various supernatural entities: I tried to show 
that religious concepts are parasitic on intuitive ontology: They are 
given in the cultural input but (i) their salience depends on their 
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counter-intuitive nature, relative to prior expectations and (ii) they 
are always complemented by default assumptions imported from 
intuitive ontology: So it would make little sense to describe (or 
study) the development of religious ontologies whilst ignoring the 
development of intuitive ontology: The particular way in which re-
ligious ontology develops depends on the wider development of onto-
logical categories: 

Now "religion" does not reduce to religious ontologies: Other con-
ceptual "repertoires", as it were, are involved in religious represen-
tations: As I said at the beginning, religious concepts also activate 
representations of moral rules, of group-identity and of private ex-
perience: I would contend that: (i) in each of these repertoires we 
may well find a similar "parasitic" structure, where religious con-
cepts can only be explained against a broader background, and (ii) 
there is no overwhelming evidence than the various repertoires are 
strongly integrated into a unified religious domain: Morality is a 
domain where specific cultural input seems to activate general 
principles to do for example with a distinction between habit and 
convention and between convention and moral obligation (see e:g: 
(Turiel, 1983)): Religious morality does not develop differently; it 
only differs from the non-religious kind in making explicit claims 
about the connections between morality and supernatural agents, or 
about the origin of moral imperatives: To turn to group-identity, 
concepts of social categories and ethnic differences are informed by 
specific principles with a specific developmental path (Hirschfeld, 
1996): Group-identity founded on religious criteria, as opposed to 
kinship or locality, does not seem to have specific features in that 
respect: A similar point could be made for the acquisition of cultural 
routines and rituals, or for the representation of private experience: 
In each of these "repertoires", then, it seems that the relevant ex-
planation for conceptual structure and development involves the 
repertoire as a whole, not just its "religious" sub-part: 

Further, as I said above, there is no evidence that all these reper-
toires are strongly integrated, even though they are often presented, 
especially in literate traditions, as part of a unified package: That is 
to say, a "religion" is presented as a coherent system in which mo-
rality for instance is supported by belief in sanction from supernatu-
ral agents, as well as connections with group identity, specific prac-
tices and specific experiences: There is good anthropological and his-
torical evidence that these connections between repertoires are ex 
post facto rationalizations rather than the expression of actual in-
ferential links The historical record shows that ontology may 
change without disrupting either morality or group-identity, or con- 
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versely a new morality can be established whilst preserving ontol-
ogy, and so on: 

7. Conclusions: Methodology in the cognitive study of 
religion 

All this points to the conclusion that there is no domain-
specialization in "religious thinking: That is to say, we have no 
good reason to think that there is a distinct domain of "religious 
cognition" with particular functional characteristics: Obviously, we 
do not mean to suggest that there is no such thing as "religion": The 
notion does denote a real social and cultural phenomenon, but this 
does not entail that religion is cognitively integrated into a domain: 
To take a distant analogy, "trees" are a distinct kind of reality for all 
sorts of economic or ecological or aesthetic purposes; yet "tree" is not 
a sound biological category: 

This question of "domains" and integration is not just a technical 
issue for cognitive psychologists: It is of great importance for the 
study of religious concepts, and highlights some important differ-
ences between a cognitive study of religious transmission as a cul-
tural phenomenon on the one hand, and traditional "psychology of 
religion" on the other: First, as Watts & Williams put it (Watts & 
Williams, 1988): 1), psychologists have often chosen to study the 
externals of religion", such as explicit claims to belief, "religiosity 
scales", connections between personality types and religious com-
mitment or between religious belief and social relations, and so on: 
Most of these studies transfer to religion general concerns and 
methods of social and personality psychology, and therefore leave 
aside the general cognitive processes involved in religious concepts: 
However, even when this research considers cognitive phenomena 
as such, it seems to me that the psychology of religion may perpetu-
ate misleading notions of religious concepts: A good illustration is 
Watts and Williams own general essay on "religious knowing" 
(Watts & Williams, 1988) , that makes a strong case for the fact that 
religious representations should not be considered as a priori differ-
ent from other conceptual domains, and aims to highlight "essential 
similarities between religious knowing and other everyday forms of 
knowing" (Watts & Williams, 1988) 38): Watts & Williams for in-
stance evaluate the relevance of different cognitive frameworks 
(prototype theory and metaphor) to an understanding of the 
(mental) concept of God (Watts & Williams, 1988): 128ff:): They start 
from the assumption that "religious knowledge is the knowledge of 
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God" and conclude that "religious knowing involves, not so much 
coming to know a separate religious world, as coming to know the 
religious dimensions of the everyday world" (Watts & Williams, 
1988): 151): 

Despite suggestive descriptions and explanations, this type of 
work illustrates a general problem in the field of "psychology of re-
ligion", namely that the authors only consider one particular tradi-
tion; more disturbingly, they seem to take for granted certain as-
pects of religious thought which are in fact particular to that tradi-
tion: The variety of religious representations to be found in the 
world is an advantage as well as a challenge for cognitive studies: 
Consider supernatural agents for instance: In many societies there 
are several gods, in others there are no gods at all, or both gods and 
spirits, or ghosts only, etc: One could argue that Western Christian 
data can be subsequently compared to other cultural contexts: How-
ever, this particular focus may conceal some aspects of religious 
concepts that are crucial to their acquisition and transmission (see 
Pyysianen, this volume, for consequences of this point for a com-
parative study of religion): This is why my first methodological con-
clusion is that a psychology of religion should be prescribed a heavy 
dose of cultural anthropological material: 

[1] Cross-cultural diversity should be a starting-point for the 
study of religious representations rather than an afterthought: 

The main reason for that prescription is that an exclusive focus on 
Western notions, because of the particular features of the traditions 
concerned, suggests that there is an autonomous domain of religious 
cognition, and that its features are generally accessible to con-
sciousness: These two premises are less than altogether plausible, as 
I tried to show here: Consider the comparative study of ontological 
assumptions in various religious systems, a traditional concern of 
cultural anthropology as well as the history of religion: If, as cogni-
tive evidence seems to show, religious concepts are really parasitic 
upon a universal system of intuitive expectations, it follows that we 
cannot either describe or explain religious ontologies in isolation: 
For instance, it makes little sense to describe some people as believ-
ing in ghosts who monitor the behaviour of the living, if we do not 
evaluate to what extent those ghosts are in fact represented in ac-
cordance to everyday expectations about intentional agents: An iso-
lated study of religious ontologies would provide a catalogue of 
oddities and leave out the background that makes it possible to ac-
quire these oddities and find them quite natural: The same point 
applies to the study of religious morality, as I suggested above: So 
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we cannot really explain the acquisition and transmission of relig-
ious morality without importing most of our explanation from the 
acquisition and transmission of morality in general: As a second 
general methodological principle, then, I would submit that: 

[2] All repertoires of religious representations should be studied 
in the context of the wider, non-religious domain that supports 
their acquisition: 

Moreover, I suggested above that the different religious repertoires 
are not causally integrated: The argument here is that ontology and 
morality and group-identity and ritual are all transmitted along 
specific "tracks of cultural transmission, which are more or less in-
dependent: This leaves us with the question, How are those differ-
ent repertoires integrated in the individual mind of a participant in 
a religion? After all, people do not keep these different repertoires 
entirely separate: On the contrary, they seem to establish connec-
tions between these different aspects, and to use such connections 
when trying to persuade others of the validity of their religious as-
sumptions: Elsewhere I suggested that these connections typically 
take the form of abductive explanations, providing connections be-
tween assumptions that are already there rather than deducing 
some of them from the others (Boyer 1994b): That is, once people 
have a certain ontology and a certain morality for instance, they are 
likely to produce individual, conjectural explanations that account 
for one in the context of the other: There is some anthropological 
evidence that this is the case, but evidence is scarce, leading to my 
third methodological point: 

[3] The integration of religious representations should be studied 
as a matter of individual cognitive possibility, rather than as a 
"culturally given" or "theologically given" fact: 

In other words, that (i) people represent various pieces of a religious 
system and that (ii) these pieces are integrated in an official theol-
ogy, does not entail that people actually integrate the pieces in ac-
cordance with that theology: 

This last point leads to the idea that explanations for the trans-
mission of religious concepts must use independent evidence: In 
other words, 

[4] All claims about the "religious mind'' are claims about the 
mind, and therefore should be reducible to empirically supported 
(or at least experimentally testable) claims about neural func-
tion: 



COGNITIVE ASPECTS OF RELIGIOUS ONTOLOGIES 	 71 

As I tried to show in this paper, some aspects of religious ontologies 
are already studied in this way, allowing us to make definite pre-
dictions about the spread of certain religious concepts: This may 
seem a reductionistic strategy, and indeed it is, as are most expla-
nations in the empirical sciences: 
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ARMIN W: GEERTZ 

Ethnohermeneutics in a Postmodern World 

During the last three decades a growing amount of literature has 
accumulated that, to quote from the title of a recent collection of es-
says, can aptly be summed up with the words: The Empire Writes 
Back (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 1989):1  This literature addresses 
Western literature and science and definitively rejects much of that 
literature and its stereotypes: It shows how power is at the center of 
Western literature, and it therefore addresses issues of hegemony, 
language, place and displacement, racism and sexism, and it at-
tempts to address a common post-colonial theory: This critical litera-
ture, sometimes extreme but usually insightful, coincided with the 
postmodern crisis in ethnography and other cultural sciences that 
have also assimilated literary theory: 

Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin show in the above-mentioned book that 
post-colonial literary criticism appears to be taking two major paths 
at the moment: 

On the one hand, via the reading of specific post-colonial texts 
and the effects of their production in and on specific social and 
historical contexts, and on the other, via the "revisioning" of re-
ceived tropes and modes such as allegory, irony, and metaphor 
and the rereading of "canonical texts in the light of post-colonial 
discursive practices (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 1989: 194): 

They emphasize that post-colonial art, philosophy, and literature 
are no mere continuations or simple adaptations of European mod-
els but products of "profound interaction and appropriation" in-
volving a "radical dismantling of the European codes and a post-
colonial subversion and appropriation of the dominant European 

This title is a take-off on a quote from Salman Rushdie: ":::the Empire 
writes back to the Centre:.::" The first half of this paper consists of the 
conclusion to my essay Can We Move Beyond Primitivism? On Recovering 
the Indigenes of Indigenous Religions in the Academic Study of Religion" 
which is slated to appear in Jacob Olupona, ed:, Beyond "Primitivism": In-
digenous Religious Traditions and Modernity: In this paper I have devel-
oped the ethnohermeneutic approach somewhat more: 



74 	 ARMIN W: GEERTZ 

discourses": But even though the demand by post-colonial writers 
and thinkers for a new or recovered "pre-colonial reality" is compre-
hensible, it is none the less completely unachievable: As they wrote: 
It is not possible to return to or to rediscover an absolute pre-

colonial cultural purity, nor is it possible to create national or re-
gional formations entirely independent of their historical implica-
tion in the European colonial enterprise."2 One might add as well 
that it is impossible for Europeans to return to their colonial cul-
tural hegemony (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 1989: 195-196):3  

One of the failings of humanism is that it has been the hand-
maiden of primitivism: I think that the two should be clearly sepa-
rated if humanistic science is to contribute anything of value to the 
academy: The humanistic study of religion does not need primitiv-
ism even though the Enlightenment itself was formulated in terms 
of primitivism: As Carl L: Becker noted, Enlightenment philoso-
phers were not interested in how society came to be, rather they 
were concerned with identifying the universal, natural man, the 
man who "did not exist in the world of time and place, but in the 
conceptual world, and who could therefore only be found by ab-
stracting from all men in all times and all places those qualities 
which all men shared" (Becker 1964: 97-99; quoted in Hughes and 
Allen 1988: 207): Aside from the predominantly male terminology, I 
suggest that this is essentially what cultural sciences are all about, 
and it is therefore crucial for us to find ways to avoid the excesses of 
primitivism in our search for the universally human: 

I have tried to formulate a number of theoretical and methodologi-
cal approaches that might be useful to such a project: The key to 
these approaches is taking our dialogue partners seriously on an 
equal basis as mutually fallible human beings: My first approach 
involves what could be called an iconoclastic pedagogics which takes 
its point of departure in the stereotypes received from literature, 
movies, etc: and systematically deconstructs them ("the deconstruc-
tion of the Exotic") in our publications and teaching: Since we are 
dealing with very powerful social and psychological mechanisms, it 
is essential that this approach be followed up by a "reconstruction of 
the Exotic": This second stage of the process focuses on issues rele-
vant to indigenous peoples as well as to the West, but only on the 
basis of accurate ethnography, authentic familiarization with the 

2  See the excellent reader Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A 

Reader (Williams and Chrisman 1994): 
3 See Anthony Giddens insightful analysis of modernity in Giddens 1990: 
63-78: 
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worldviews and scriptures of the world's religions, and no-nonsense 
knowledge about how believers actually behave.4  

My second approach attempts to deal directly with the issues of 
postmodern criticism in an effort to reconstruct a basis for scholarly 
consensus in a pluralistic arena. I have drawn on two similar but 
separate attempts.5 The first is being promoted by feminist anthro-
pologist Annemiek Richters who defends the kind of postmodernism 
that conjures up a new, radicalized Enlightenment (Richters 1991).6  
The point is "where does justice reside now that meta-narratives 
about progress, civilization, humanism and rationality have lost 
credence?" (Richters 1991, 131). I agree with her and suggest that 
solidarity and ethics require us to maintain these meta-narratives, 
at least in an improved version, while keeping "openness to differ-
ence and otherness". This point of view was strongly criticized dur-
ing the conference on primitivism in Davis, California in 1996. It 
was claimed that since the Enlightenment gave philosophical cre-
dence to European war crimes, there was no sense in upholding it. 
And, indeed, many Enlightenment thinkers were racists and worse 
(see Eze 1997). The argument was also put forward in Davis that 
one cannot isolate the "good" values of the Enlightenment without 
bringing in the "bad" ones. But I disagree. If this argument held 
true, than what reasons could there possibly be for preserving the 
"good" values of indigenous cultures when many indigenous cultures 
have also been guilty of imperialism, racism, and genocide? Certain-
ly their philosophies were also used to support the ideologies of war 
criminals. But this does not mean that their philosophies are with-
out value. As Terry Eagleton noted, what is good about postmodern-
ism is that it has helped "reviled and humiliated groups" to "recover 
something of their history and self-hood": 

4  This program was promoted in a debate I participated in with American 
religious studies colleagues on the theme As the Other Sees Us. A Conver-
sation on the Postmodern Study of Religion" in Geertz 1994a and Geertz 
1994b. 
5 

Both of these approaches are addressed in a paper I gave at the 1995 con-
ference of the German Association for the History of Religions on 
"Vergleichen and Verstehen in der Religionswissenschaft" (Comparison 
and Understanding in the Study of Religion) in Bonn. See Geertz 1997. 
6 

As she wrote: "What they [women] should do, however, is to search for a 
kind of postmodernism that does not foster the pathos of the end of En-
lightenment, but conjures up a new, radicalized Enlightenment" (Richters 
1991: 127). 
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This, as I've argued, is the trend's most precious achievement; 
and one cannot realistically expect that those involved in a pain-
ful struggle for recognition will be much enthused right now by 
transfigured notions of universality, especially when these ideas 
spring from groups which have traditionally been their ene-
mies.... There is indeed a bad kind of universalism; but there is a 
bad kind of particularism too. If Enlightenment universalism is 
exclusivist in practice, ethnic particularism can be exclusivist in 
both practice and theory. Little is to be gained by simply substi-
tuting the one for the other, though there is perhaps little to be 
gained either by arguing the point now (Eagleton 1996: 121). 

Eagleton has also argued that much of postmodernism has sprung 
from or taken root in the United States and reflects that country's 
most intractable political problems": 

It is then perhaps a little ethnocentric of this anti-ethno-
centrism, though hardly a gesture unknown to that nation, to 
project its own political backyard onto the world at large.... If 
postmodernism is a form of culturalism, it is because among 
other reasons it refuses to recognize that what different ethnic 
groups have in common socially and economically is finally more 
important than their cultural differences. More important for 
what? For the purposes of their political emancipation.... It is be-
cause of its commitment to minorities that postmodernism ques-
tions the notion of a general humanity; but it is difficult to see 
how some such appeal would not be necessary for defending mi-
norities against racist assault (Eagleton 1996: 122-123). 

For the record I must emphatically state that being critical of post-
colonial and postmodern discourse is not an expression of capitulat-
ing to the right nor of supporting chauvinism, colonialism, racism, 
authoritarianism, or instrumentalism. I am, on the contrary, very 
much a part of postmodern discourse, but I wish to maintain a criti-
cal rationality—however problematic that might be—rather than 
displays of flamboyant subjectivity, self-serving ethnicity or crypto-
religiosity. Following social activist Murray Bookchin, I agree that 
"until the current antihumanistic tendencies are subjected to seri-
ous criticism, we cannot even begin to address the more tangible 
problems of our time that antihumanism obscures and distorts" 
(Bookchin 1995: 33).7  

7 
Jonathan Z. Smith has expressed similar sympathies: We cannot judge 

another culture by reference to ourselves [but] we may judge (both another 
and ourselves), if our criteria are universal "rules of reason." The anthro- 
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The Dutch anthropologist Annemiek Richters has similarly argued 
along these lines: 

Those who deploy postmodernism to try to extend the project of 
Enlightenment and to overcome Enlightenment's one-sidedness, 
endeavouring to confront a wide range of contemporary prob-
lems, point out the necessity of a paradigm shift in contemporary 
philosophy culminating in an epistemology and a politics which 
acknowledge a dearth of meta-narratives and foundational 
guarantees but which none the less persist in formulating mini-
mal criteria for legitimating discursive and political practices: 
criteria which are not exclusively practice immanent, but in part 
meta-practical. What we indeed require are guidelines for the 
normative conditions needed to support power-free discourses 
and to identify pseudo-cognition, pseudo-consensus and symbolic 
violence (Richters 1991: 133). 

Those acquainted with contemporary philosophy will recognize, no 
doubt, that Jurgen Habermas is what she has in mind Despite 
criticism from feminists of Habermas theories (cf. Fraser 1985), 
Richters is convinced that his "communicative ethics or communi-
cative rationality" will help renew the emancipation of meta-
narrative in a "de-transcendentalized way" (Richters 1991: 133; see 
Benhabib 1985; Fraser 1985; Fraser 1986; Felski 1989). 

This idea has also been proposed by the second scholar I have 
drawn on, namely, philosopher Albrecht Wellmer. Wellmer is of the 
opinion that the concepts of reason and of the autonomous subject 
have been illicitly drawn into the turbulence of the postmodern cri-
tique of "logocentrism" for different motives and on the basis of di-
vergent insights (Wellmer 1985: 346). Wellmer insists that the three 
forms of the critique of reason and the subject should be kept sepa-
rate: 1) the psychological critique of the subject; 2) the philosophical, 
psychological and sociological critique of instrumental or "identity-
logical" reason and its subject; and 3) the language philosophical 
critique of "self-transparent reason and its meaning constituting 
subject" (Wellmer 1985: 346). Wellmer rejects the simplistic image of 
modernism that postmodernists have and wishes to reappropriate 
and transcend the democratic universalism of the Enlightenment 

pology of the last century, the study of religions in the academy, has con-
tributed to making more difficult a naive, ethnocentric formulation of the 
"rules of reason," but this does not require that such "rules" be denied, or 
suggest that we should slacken in our attempts to formulate them" (Smith 
1982: 105). See his recent article "Nothing Human is Alien to Me" (1996). 
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and the Marxian problematic of pluralistic reason. Wellmer thus 
proposes his challenge: 

Against the democratic universalism of bourgeois society we 
must object today that democracy remains unreal as long as it 
does not penetrate the pores of social life; against Marx and an-
archism we must object that this cannot mean a state of general 
immediacy and harmony; against rationalism in general we 
must object that neither ultimate legitimations nor ultimate so-
lutions are to be expected. But this does not mean that we dis-
miss either democratic universalism and its autonomous subject 
or the Marxian project of an autonomous society or reason. It 
means rather that we must think the moral-political universal-
ism of the Enlightenment, the ideas of individual and collective 
self-determination, reason and history in a new fashion (Well-
mer 1985: 360). 

Postmodernism has also been criticized by post-colonial writers. Ian 
Adam and Helen Tiffin wrote in their collection Past the Last Post 
(1991) that postmodernism and post-structuralism operate as a 
Euro-American western hegemony clinging to its position of global 
centrality (Adam and Tiffin 1991: viii). 

My third approach to finding a way out of our dilemma is to pro-
mote what I call ethnohermeneutics.8  It is somewhat similar to dia-
logical anthropology in the sense formulated by anthropologists 
Gilles Bibeau and Ellen E. Corin whereby reliable anthropological 
interpretation must involve "native indigenous exegesis, dialogical 
ethnography, co-belonging and optimal distance (Bibeau and Corin 
1995: 6). Versions of this approach sometimes seem to be hampered 
by curious clichés such as the attempt to remove the so-called 
"omniscient third-person discourse of a solitary male" (Mannheim 
and Tedlock 1995: 20), or by handy, but superficial, techniques such 
as Dennis Tedlock's transformation of solitary male discourse to an 
imagined dialogue (Tedlock 1995). 
Edward Sampson's comments in this respect are relevant here: 

Dialogism is simultaneously both correct and incorrect. It is cor-
rect in leading us away from a merely self-celebratory stance 
and permitting us to see just how intimately intertwined self 

8 
I have formulated some of my ideas in the following articles: Geertz 

1990a; Geertz 1990b; Geertz 1994a; Geertz 1994b; Geertz 1997; Geertz s.a. 
Furthermore, demonstrations of the method can be found in Geertz and 
Lomatuway'ma 1987; Geertz 1992; Geertz 1994c. I am currently working 
on a publication that will map out ethnohermeneutics in more detail. 
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and other are. Dialogism is incorrect, however, in assuming that 
self and other are always equal contributors to the co-con-
structive process. Some have more power to set the terms of co-
construction than others. The history of human relationships 
can be seen as a playing out of this differential (Sampson 1993: 
143). 

The power plays he is referring to are also those of well-meaning 
postmodern anthropologists, for instance, who engage in mono-
logues that are actually dialogues (Sampson 1993: 152 ff.).9  

Another critic trying to deal with the problems of primitivism is 
Marjorie Perloff who argued in her article "Tolerance and Taboo: 
Modernist Primitivisms and Postmodernist Pieties," that we must 
somehow avoid the essentialization of the West that a critique of 
primitivism brings with it. As she wrote: 

Ironically, then, we are now witnessing an increasing body of 
scholarship on oppressed groups that, in its zeal to track down 
the oppressors, reinscribes the very oppression and subordina-
tion it seeks to descry. Furthermore, such would-be oppositional 
discourse curiously reverts to the very binary model that post-
structuralist critics have assiduously claimed to be undermining 
(Perloff 1995: 340). 

Perloff demonstrates the problem in her critical analysis of Mari-
anna Torgovnick's book Gone Primitive (1990) and Cary Nelson's 
book Repression and Recovery (1989). What seems to be political 
analysis of canonical works is more often than not simply the pass-
ing of moral judgment on them with concomitant absolutist notions 
of good and evil: 

Torgovnick's root assumption is that a good writer (or ethnogra-
pher) is equivalent to a good person, and, concomitantly, that a 
"good" book is one that is a repository of the "right" cultural val-
ues. But, as John Guillory has recently argued, we must beware 
of equating the values expressed in a work with the value of the 
work," of assuming that a given work is simply the "container of 
such and such values." (Perloff 1995: 352; Guillory 1993: 30-33). 

Others, such as Terry Eagleton have criticized postmodernism for 
its collective amnesia and its failure to address more important is-
sues (Eagleton 1996). 

9 
Sampson draws inspiration on this point from Fabian 1985 and Bourdieu 

1977. 
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Ethnohermeneutics tries to widen the circle a bit by drawing its 
inspiration from the textual sciences and the ethnosciences. Eth-
nomethodology, which began in 1954 with the work of Harold Gar-
finkel and others, "studies the technical details of how participants 
in social settings use common sense to manage their membership, 
biographies, language, and knowledge in order to accomplish natu-
rally organized ordinary activities", as the movement historian 
Pierce J. Flynn defined it (Flynn 1991: 1). Ethnomethodologists un-
derstand their movement as a "radically reflexive form of socio-
logical inquiry", and the distinctive features of ethnomethodology 
are: 

1) Indexical expressions: "Indexical expressions essentially are 
communicative products that depend on unstated assumptions 
and shared knowledge for the mutual achievement of sense. Ex-
amples are special vocabularies, referential statements, and ac-
tions that index a prior socially recognized understanding, like a 
handshake or a wink." 

2) Reflexivity: "Reflexivity refers to the dynamic self-organizational 
tendency of social interaction to provide for its own constitution 
through practices of accountability and scenic display." 

3) Membership: "Ethnomethodology places fundamental interest in 
what a member of a social scene or group has to know and do in 
order to accomplish recognized membership, performative compe-
tence, and identity. Membership stands as the key to the under-
standing of the other ethnomethodological features. 99 

4) Accountability: "Accountability refers to members practices of 
perceiving, describing, and justifying their actions to each other 
in the local collectivity." 

5) Local practices and social order: "Local practices are the embodi-
ment of membership and assemble all that is social. Ethnometh-
odology is the study of people's local practices and methods by 
which social rationality, knowledge, order, structures, and ob-
jects are artfully achieved." 

6) Situatedness: "Situatedness refers to the radically contextual na-
ture of human-sense-making activities. Ethnomethodological 
studies of social settings seek to discover how structural features 
are embedded in practical action and common-sense situations of 
choice." 

7) The unique adequacy of methods and becoming the phenomenon: 
These are "methodological devices designed to orient the re-
searcher to the fullest investigation possible of members' order-
ing procedures from within' social settings. Unique adequacy of 
methods refers to the condition that the highest validity is a re- 
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sult of the ethnomethodologists own achieved competence in the 
membership domain studied." 

8) Scenic display: "Scenic display refers to members' performative 
mastery of a social scene's local practices, implicit rules and 
knowledge, and accountability. Scenic display is the embodied to-
tality of artful membership...." (all quotes from Flynn 1991: 27-
30). ° 

 

What I am trying to envision in relation to the ethnosciences is a 
combination of anthropological, historical, and linguistic methods 
that pay close attention to theories and models proposed by indigen-
ous thinkers. I would like to move beyond the primarily sociological 
interests of ethnomethodology and expand the term ethnoherme-
neutics to mean the bringing together of the hermeneutical horizons 
of the student of religion and the indigenous interpreter. The idea of 
this kind of interaction draws inspiration from anthropologist Anne 
Salmond who in a paper on cross-cultural conceptions of knowledge 
promoted an alternative approach to the empiricist criterion of 
knowledge by proposing that language is an instrument for the ne-
gotiation of meaning, and that contexts of utterance and pre-
existing knowledge are important both in saying, and in interpret-
ing anything that is said." As she wrote: 

This is an interpretive account of meaning, which applies as 
much to scientific language as it does to everyday talk; and it 
has the effect of directing our attention as anthropologists to our 
own interpretive activities as well as to those of others, and to 
the complex interactions between our interpretations, theirs and 
the real world' (Salmond 1982: 65). 

The end product of these complex interactions, I suggest, will be 
greater than the two." 

When I presented this approach at the above-mentioned Davis 
conference on primitivism, it was rejected as being too ethnocentric. 
But this reaction might have been the result of a misunderstanding. 
When I speak of "indigenous interpreters" and "indigenous students 
of [or belonging to] that religion", I am not referring to indigenous 
scholars. I am referring to the reflections and/or unreflected premi-
ses of believers, of the cultural bearers, of the indigenous elders and 
thinkers, and so on. I had not thought it necessary to stipulate that 

1°  These eight features have been conceptualized in a paper by Mehan, Ju-
les-Rosette and Mehan 1984. 
11  

This draws inspiration from the hermeneutical philosopher Hans-Georg 
Gadamer. See Gadamer 1972. 

6 
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indigenous scholars are in the same position in relation to their ar-
eas of study as Western scholars are, since many of them share 
more or less willingly in the paradigm of Western cultural science. 
Many function at any rate in Western universities. 

The methods used to elicit the ethnohermeneutic perspective are 
not new. They include fieldwork, comparison, the sifting of evidence 
and texts, and so on using the principles of validity, warrant, and 
proof. It is by its very nature an expression of the principles of relig-
ious criticism, relativism, and skeptical rationality—all of which are 
elements of the agnostic platform that Orientalist critics wish to 
avoid (El-Affendi 1991). But with the combined efforts of the multi-
tude of voices and perspectives engaged in a common, self-critical 
scientific endeavor, I believe that the whole product will become the 
third perspective". 

One of the major problems facing indigenous scholars is that they 
are often caught between being marginalized in relation to tradi-
tional social institutions and forms of knowledge on the one hand 
and to Western social institutions and forms of knowledge on the 
other. This situation is, in my opinion, well-suited for pursuing the 
ethnohermeneutic platform, since they are in effect simultaneously 
contingent as well as transcendent to the relative boundaries of both 
cultures. But very few do so because there is much deconstructive 
work to be done in relation to the Western bias in the cultural sci-
ences. 

Conclusion 

When I first promoted the term ethnohermeneutics in 1985 at the 
IAHR congress in Sydney, I was trying to formulate the combination 
of methods necessary to the study of indigenous oral traditions in 
the framework of the history of religions. At the time, the hallmark 
methods of our field were historical, philological and comparative 
with a strong emphasis on texts in exotic languages and little or no 
interest in the social, psychological or philosophical aspects of relig-
ion and its study. Ethnohermeneutics was an appeal to be more 
methodologically plural in the history of religions—a consequence of 
this appeal is that I prefer to call the latter by the broader term the 
study of religion" or Religionswissenschaft which is equivalent to 
the Danish religionsvidenskab. I have tried to promote this idea at 
various IAHR conferences and in various publications as well as 
partaking in formulating the Warsaw statement of 1989 which at- 
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tempts to redefine the history of religions in relation to the social 
sciences. 

My second reason for taking up the term ethnohermeneutics was 
my dissatisfaction with the amateurish and condescending attitude 
towards indigenous cultures and religions widespread in many hu-
man and social sciences. Some of the greatest philosophers, sociolo-
gists, psychologists, historians, and cultural scientists are either ig-
norant of world history or adamantly ethnocentric!' Ethnoherme-
neutics is an appeal to professionalism in dealing with these cul-
tures, especially in requiring the basics of the study of any other 
religion, namely, historical insight, linguistic knowledge and—
wherever applicable—fieldwork. 

My third reason for the use of the term has developed since 1985 
in response to the epistemological and ethical problems that have 
plagued the human and social sciences. During the past 30 years, 
many scholars have tried to correct these weaknesses, but many 
have become victims of the power struggles of postcolonialism and 
postmodernism. Without falling victim to what Thomas J. Csordas 
and Janis H. Jenkins have termed two equally virulent strains of 
intellectual flu that have infected academe in recent years" namely 
"scienceitis" ("a disorder of irrational fear that science is necessarily 
an instrument of oppression") and "pomophobia" ("a disorder of irra-
tional fear that postmodern theory will necessarily render knowl-
edge impossible") (Csordas and Jenkins 1997: 2). Our field, its meth-
ods, its theories and its central terms are developing and changing 
in response to contemporary challenges, but I suggest that we strive 
for balance and reasonability. 
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RENÉ GOTHÓNI 

Misreading and Re-Reading 

Interpretation in Cc mparative Religion 

One would think that, once we have learned to read, reading is 
easy. However, the amazing and somewhat disappointing fact is 
that even the most simple message can be misread. To paraphrase 
Murphy's law: whenever there is the possibility of misunderstand-
ing, misreading is more likely than correct reading (e.g. in terms of 
the author's intention). Allow me to act the cicerone to some com-
mon misreadings regarding Buddhism. First, however, let me relate 
an introductory episode by way of illustration. 

The barbed wire 

Last winter, while on holiday on the island of Lanzarote, I witnessed 
an intermezzo at our neighboring apartment. The husband of the 
elderly couple loudly complained that he needed to move to the sec-
ond floor, because the barbed wire fence around his balcony on the 
first floor reminded him of his prison camp during the war. It af-
fected his sleep and turned his holiday into a nightmare. The sight 
of the wire triggered his terrifying war memories, and he just could 
not spend another day in that apartment. 

A few days after the episode, as we were sitting on our balcony 
which had a similar fence, I asked my wife how she saw it. She said 
spontaneously that it reminded her of the fence they had at her fa-
ther's farm to prevent the cows from leaving the field. To me, again, 
the fence brought to mind our neighbor, who used to add some more 
wire every autumn to prevent a young 'gang' from stealing his ap-
ples, a common habit of any youngster in Pori in the early sixties. 

It was quite clear that the barbed wire fence around our balcony 
in Lanzarote was there to protect us from opportunist burglars. The 
lesson to be learned from this episode is, however: the way we 'read' 
observations — barbed wire, for example — is dictated by our expe- 
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riences of life in the first place, and only secondly by our ability to 
conceive the intended function. The more subtle the matter, the 
harder it is to end up with the correct reading, in other words with 
an unbiased conception of the intention of the originator. The theo-
retical implication of this illustrative episode is condensed in Fig-
ure 1. 

Fig. 1 Observation re-read 

Reflection (re-reading) 
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balanced interpretation 
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The first or immediate interpretation of an observation often is af-
fected by aspects of involvement such as gender, life history, socio-
cultural setting, and time in the history (of ideas). On second 
thought the first interpretation proves to be a misreading which, 
through re-reading and careful reflection — with suspended judg-
ment —, is corrected resulting in a more balanced interpretation. 
Allow me to elucidate this assertion by analyzing some interpreta-
tions of Buddhism. 

Interpretations of Buddhism 

The Venetian merchant, adventurer and outstanding traveler, 
Marco Polo (1254-1324), was the first true European observer of Far 
East cultures and religious practices. In his 11 milione, known in 
English as the Travels of Marco Polo, said to be dictated to Rus-
tichello, a specialist in chivalry and its lore, Marco Polo gives the 
following description of the island of Ceylon (Sri Lanka since 1972); 
it was written while he was locked up in one of the local prisons in 
Genoa after having been taken prisoner by the Genoese during a 
battle in the Mediterranean: 

`Furthermore you must know that in the Island of Seilan 
[Ceylon] there is an exceeding high mountain; it rises right up so 
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steep and precipitous that no one could ascend it, were it not 
that they have taken and fixed to it several great and massive 
iron chains, so disposed that by help of these men are able to 
mount to the top. And I tell you they say that on this mountain 
is the sepulcher of Adam our first parent; at least that is what 
the Saracens' say. But the Idolaters say that it is the sepulcher 
of SAGAMONI BORCAN [Śākyamuni Buddha], before whose 
time there were no idols. They hold him to have been the best of 
men, a great saint in fact, according to their fashion, and the 
first in whose name idols were made (Polo 1903: 316-317). 

According to Marco Polo, the Sinhalese Buddhists were 'idolaters', 
in other words worshippers of idols. This interpretation of the Sin-
halese custom of placing offerings such as flowers, incense and 
lights before the Buddha image is quite understandable, because it 
is one of the most conspicuous feature of Sinhalese Buddhism even 
today. However, in conceiving of Buddhists as 'idolaters', Polo was 
uncritically using the concept of the then prevailing ethnocentric 

Christian discourse, by which the worshippers of other religions 
used idols, images or representations of God or the divine as objects 
of worship, a false God, as it were. Christians, on the other hand, 
worshipped the only true God. Marco Polo was simply reading back 
or projecting (cf. Eco's intentio lectoris) his own internalized ideas 
onto what he saw from an outsider's point of view at the same time 
as he was interpreting and relating his observations to his Genoese 
readers. 

Today, with the advantage of hindsight, we may conclude that 
Marco Polo was fairly accurate in his observations, but he never 
asked how the Sinhalese conceived of Buddha as they venerated his 
image, and therefore he never acquired intra-cultural grassroots 
knowledge of what Buddha stood for in the Sinhalese-Buddhist so-
cio-cultural setting. The observations were accurate, but the inter-
pretation was the result of misreading due to a lack of contextual 
knowledge. 

Allow me to proceed some centuries forward in history, and to take 
a close look at how the shipwrecked English sailor Robert Knox 
(1641-1720) interpreted the same sights as Polo observed. Although 
he lived as a captive among the Sinhalese from 1659 to 1679, in 
other words nineteen years, he still conceived of Buddha as a God: 

During the Middle Ages the term Saracens was used to denote Arabians 
in particular, and later on all Muslims in general. 
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The Religion of the Countrey is Idolatry.... There is another 
great God, whom they call Buddou [Buddha], unto whom the 
Salvation of Souls belongs. Him they believe once to have come 
upon the Earth. And when he was here, that he did usually sit 
under a large shady Tree, called Bogahah. Which Trees ever 
since are accounted Holy, and under which with great Solemni-
ties they do to this day celebrate the Ceremonies of his Worship. 
He departed from the Earth from the top of the highest Moun-
tain on the Island, called Pico Adam: where there is an Impres-
sion like a foot, which, they say, is his, as hath been mentioned 
before (Knox 1911: 114-115). 

Again, with advantage of hindsight, we realize that Knox also mis-
interpreted his observations as he perceived the Sinhalese to be 
'idolaters', and the Buddha to be a 'great God' and a 'Savior of 
Souls'. 

The idea that the Sinhalese and other Buddhists are worshippers 
of Buddha is still very persistent today, and it seems almost impos-
sible to correct this preconception or rather prejudice. This is despite 
the fact that both buddhologists and anthropologists have shown 
irrefutably that the Sinhalese venerate Buddha as a man who at-
tained enlightenment and release from the round of rebirths 
(samsāra), and that, according to the Buddha's teaching, man has no 
soul (anātman). 

It must, however, be admitted that it is somewhat confusing that, 
although Buddhists — the laity in particular — venerate the Bud-
dha, they also often worship the Hindu gods. However, the fact that 
the Buddhists themselves make a distinction between venerating 
and worshipping is a case in point. As we shall see, there is only one 
correct interpretation here, too, although it has taken westerners 
more than seven centuries to arrive at the right answer. 

Another equally persistent preconception or prejudice, which still 
prevails in many an encyclopedia and textbook, is that Buddhism is 
an atheistic religion.' As we search for the roots of this interpreta-
tion, we are lead back to the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer 
(1788-1860). His (critical) discernment, however, was decisively 
flawed by his personal aversion to theology and his well-known ha-
tred of university philosophers of a theological persuasion. He par-
ticularly objected to the theistic philosophy of 'reason' of his arch-
enemy Hegel (Dauer 1969: 33-34). 

2 
When, following these lines of thought, we state that Christianity is a 

non-nirvanic religion, we immediately realize how inadequate a characteri-
zation and categorization this is. 
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This antagonism resulted in an eclectic reading of Buddha's 
teachings rather than a balanced reading of Buddhism as a religion, 
which would have entailed not only reading the doctrine, but also 
reading about everyday life and practices. Schopenhauer focused his 
attention on the intellectual aspects of Buddhism, and especially on 
the rationality and conformity of the Buddhist doctrine with refer-
ence to his own inner experiences of everyday life. One of the rea-
sons why he found Buddhism so appealing was the tragic untimely 
death of his father:3  

`When I was seventeen, without any proper schooling, I was af-
fected by the misery and wretchedness of life, as was the Bud-
dha, when in his youth he caught sight of sickness, old age, pain 
and death' (Schopenhauer 1990: 119).4  

Apart from this confession, where Schopenhauer stresses a spiritual 
affinity with Gautama Buddha's shocking realization of life as 
`suffering',5  he also quite explicitly announces his pleasure in the 
conformity between the Buddhist doctrine and his own lines of 
thought: 

`It almost seems that, as the oldest languages are the most per-
fect, so too are the oldest religions. If I wished to take the results 
of my philosophy as the standard truth, I should have to concede 
to Buddhism pre-eminence over the others. In any case, it must 
be a pleasure to me to see my doctrine in such close agreement 
with a religion that the majority of men on earth hold as their 
own, for this numbers far more followers than any other. And 
this agreement must be yet the more pleasing to me, inasmuch 
as in my philosophizing I have certainly not been under its in-
fluence. For up till 1818, when my work appeared, there were to 
be found in Europe only a very few accounts of Buddhism, and 
those extremely incomplete and inadequate, confined almost en-
tirely to a few essays in the earlier volumes of the Asiatic Re-
searches, and principally concerned with the Buddhism of the 
Burmese' (Schopenhauer 1966: 169). (My italics) 

3 On the death of Schopenhauer's father, see Zimmern 1932: 25 —27. 
4 '

In meinem 17ten Jahre, ohne alle gelehrte Schulbildung, wurde ich vom 
Jammer des Lebens so ergriffen, wie Buddha in seiner Jugend, als er 
Krankheit, Alter, Schmerz und Tod erblickte'. Schopenhauer 1974b: 96; cf. 
Dauer 1969: 11-12. 
5 For the feeling of spiritual affinity, see also Lipps's concept Einfühlung. 
Lipps 1903; Lipps 1905; Anschütz 1915. 
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Having realized the close agreement between the Buddhist doctrine 
and his own idea of the `will-to-live', Schopenhauer points out that 
'one cannot grasp the absolute by ordinary methods of cognition, but 
must first discover it in [ones] own inner experience' (cf. Dauer 
1969: 13). These lines of thought clearly show how Schopenhauer, in 
constructing his philosophy, confirmed the correctness of his think-
ing by referring to Indian philosophy. It is not surprising that, in 
this context, rather than theorizing, he invokes the concept accord-
ing to which Buddhism is atheistic as a justification of his own 
atheism: 

'This [i.e. that there is no God, Creator] is attested by the relig-
ion that has the greatest number of followers on earth, Bud-
dhism, which is very ancient and now numbers three hundred 
and seventy million followers. It is a highly moral and even as-
cetic religion and supports the most numerous body of clergy; yet 
it does not accept such an idea at all [i.e. the idea of a self-
evident theism, existence of God]; on the contrary, it expressly 
rejects this out of hand and is thus according to our notions ex 
professo atheistic' (Schopenhauer 1974a: 115-116, §13). 

If the discourses of both Marco Polo and Robert Knox can rightly be 
characterized as ethnocentric, Arthur Schopenhauer's discourse may 
more appropriately be denoted eclectic, in other words peculiar to 
him in particular. We therefore need to ask: to what extent do 
scholars unintentionally project their conceptual shadow on the re-
ligious phenomenon studied? 

Allow me to advance still another century, when anthropologists 
(of religion) discovered Ceylon (Sri Lanka since 1972) and conducted 
intensive fieldwork among the Buddhists there. It came as some-
what of a shock to them that the Sinhalese did not conform to their 
idea of Buddhism gleaned from literature.6  The fact that, apart from 
venerating the Buddha by offerings of flowers, incense and lights 
before his image, the Sinhalese also worshipped the Hindu gods, 
contradicted the notion of Buddhism as an atheistic religion. Conse-
quently, since the early 1960s, Sinhalese Buddhism has been char-
acterized in numerous anthropological articles and monographs as 
'syncretistic' (Leach 1962: 84 ff). 

In Precept and Practice, Richard F. Gombrich devotes one chapter 
to the question whether or not Sinhalese Buddhism is syncretistic. 
First he states that 'supernatural beings were as much a part of the 
Buddha's universe as they are of a Buddhist villager's universe to- 

6 On the beginning of Buddhist scholarship, see Sedlar 1982: 39. 
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day' and that 'the presence of "Hindu" or "animist" supernaturals in 
the Buddhist's universe is not a novel or syncretistic feature, but 
has always been the case'. Then he concludes: 'So long as Buddhists 
continue to treat gods as kind of supermen, able to grant favours to 
suppliants, but still ultimately of limited life and powers and subject 
to moral law, their beliefs are not syncretistic' (Gombrich 1971: 48-
49). 

Gananath Obeyesekere's analysis of the Rambadeniya pantheon, 
depicted in Figure 2, confirms Gombrich's interpretation. 

Fig. 2 The five-level structure of the Rambadeniya pantheon 

At the apex of the simplified depiction of the pantheon is the Bud-
dha. He occupies a presidential position vis-à-vis the other deities, 
and he is venerated in every ritual performed in the Rambadeniya 
village. Buddha is not, however, conceived of as a deity, in other 
words as a being who intercedes on behalf of humans and brings 
fertility, prosperity, well-being, or woe to people who propitiate him. 

Buddha is addressed commemoratively rather than propitiatingly 
or in a petitionary manner. He does not, however, possess human 
status either, because by virtue of having attained enlightenment 
and release from the round of rebirths (samsāra), he has tran-
scended his humanity. Consequently, his characteristics are his 



94 	 RENÉ GOTHÓNI 

compassion, benevolence, and nonpunitiveness: he is goodness in-
carnate! Buddha's presidential position in the pantheon is empha-
sized by the fact that in every Buddhist ritual he is always vener-
ated before the worshipping of other deities. 

The Sinhalese address liturgical stanzas commemoratively to im-
ages and other symbols of the Buddha 'presence'. Buddha is also 
given dietary offerings, because he is conceived of in some sense as 
'living'. A popular stanza, for example, runs: 'Pardon me, Venerable 
World Sage, Blessed One, the "demeritorious" deeds I have done 
with body, word, thought, or by carelessness'. 

One of the crucial questions in this connection is therefore: in 
what sense is there a Buddha 'presence' in the rituals? Obeyesekere 
states that, although cognitively the Sinhalese conceive of the Bud-
dha as nonliving, psychologically they perceive him as living. This, 
he argues, is due to the fact that, like other humans, the Sinhalese 
worship 'conventional' deities — gods and demons. Attitudes to-
wards conventional gods are therefore generalized to or reflected 
upon the Buddha. The reconciliation of these seemingly irreconcil-
able positions is, according to Obeyesekere, brought about through 
the symbolism of the Buddha relics, with the underlying notion 
that, although the Buddha is not living, his presence is manifested 
in the relics (Sinh. dhau). 

This interpretation is completely consonant with, or reflective of, 
other aspects of Sinhalese religion, where the ingredients used in 
magic, altars and images become activated (jīvan) through the 
'essence' (dishti) of the deity, who in ritual is invited to cast his eye 
(bälma) on these objects. In accordance with these lines of thought, 
the Sinhalese say that the Buddha is 'present in his relics' (

Buduhāmuduruvō  dhātuvala jīvamānava innava). Therefore they address 
the relics as 'Venerable Relic' (Dhātun Vahanse) (Obeyesekere 1966: 
5-8). 

Every Buddhist temple has a relic casket and a relic chamber 
(dāgäba), where Buddha and the enlightened person's (arhat) relics 
are enshrined. The relics have the connotation of 'life force' or 'vital 
principle'. The notion of the Buddha personality incarnate in his 
relics (dhātu), refers to his immanent presence only. Therefore, the 
Sinhalese do not seek assistance in everyday matters from the Bud-
dha personality incarnated in his relics (Obeyesekere 1966: 8). 

Slightly below the Buddha in the pantheon is Sakra, the protector 
of the universal Buddhist monastic tradition (sāsana), who is merely 
referred to in Rambadeniya in myths; he is never propitiated or 
worshipped, because he has delegated his authority to Saman, the 
protector and guardian of the Buddha-sāsana in Sri Lanka. 
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Saman is the first among equals on the second level of the pan-
theon, together with four other deities (of equal status): Vishnu, 
Skandha (Kataragama), Nāta, and Pattini. These are all conceived 
of as defenders of the faith, and hence as guardian deities with the 
special task of protecting the secular kingdom. As gods in a conven-
tional sense, they are both punitive and benevolent. Their punitive-
ness is, however, a rational punitiveness, in other words they are 
just gods punishing only for transgressions. 

Level three in the pantheon consists of district deities, who have 
more or less the same attributes as the guardian deities. The Sin-
halese conceive of these gods as provident father figures in relation 
to whom the petitioner is a 'newborn baby' or a 'child' (le bilinda, 
ladaruva). 

Level four consists of demons and other inferior deities, and level 
five of ghosts and the malevolent spirits of dead ancestors (prēta). 
The supernatural beings on these levels are conceived of as com-
pletely evil and Irrationally punitive', in other words causing harm 
without just cause or reason. 

According to Obeyesekeres' analysis, the simplified Rambadeniya 
pantheon thus represents a morality structure, with pure goodness 
and benevolence at the apex and pure evil at the base. Morality here 
refers to karma, and the status of the pantheon deities is the result 
of karma. Buddha represents the highest goal of Buddhist aspira-
tion: enlightenment and nirvāna. The gods are much below this 
ideal. They are beings who, by virtue of their good deeds, have 
achieved their position in the pantheon, but who still have a long 
way to go to attain release from the round of rebirths (Obeyesekere 
1966: 9). 

According to Sinhalese-Buddhist thinking, therefore, there are 
two spheres of reality: supra-mundane and mundane. Buddhist mo-
nastic tradition (Buddha-sāsana) is considered to function in a 
`supra-mundane' (lokottara) sphere, while popular — sometimes 
called non-Buddhist — beliefs are seen in relation to 'mundane' 
(laukika) matters. Lokottara refers to the sphere of reality which is 
viewed as being beyond the round of rebirths (samsāra). The Bud-
dhist sāsana is thus regarded as providing an instrument for ascen-
sion to the 'supra-mundane' sphere. The final life goal of a Buddhist 
is to attain enlightenment, which guarantees release from the round 
of rebirths. 

In contrast, laukika refers to the sphere of reality which is con-
ceived of as the world, in other words within the round of rebirths. 
Since the so-called religious needs of humans are, in many ways, 
connected with the problems of life in this world, the laity naturally 
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seeks help from the gods in mundane affairs, because sāsana does 
not provide its followers with relief in this sphere (Gombrich 1971: 
153-191; Gothóni 1982: 50-51). 

In spite of appearances, this does not contradict the teaching of 
Buddha. Buddha never denied the existence of gods. He conceived of 
them merely as impermanent beings. This is related in with the re-
cital ritual for averting evil known as pirit pinkama, for example, 
practiced frequently in every Theravāda Buddhist country, where 
the gods are conceived of as functioning in an intermediate sphere, 
in between the two spheres of reality (Gothóni 1982: 50). 

Such grassroots-level observations have encouraged some scholars 
to use the concept of 'configuration' instead of 'syncretism' to denote 
the two (parallel) spheres of reality. This characterization of Sinhal-
ese Buddhism also corresponds to the Sinhalese distinction between 
the two spheres of reality called lokottara and laukika. 

Today, therefore, we should speak of two configurations rather 
than of syncretism. The Sinhalese are fully aware of the difference 
between these two parallel belief systems, and they never mix them. 
They worship gods, but they are fully aware that the gods cannot 
further their efforts in attaining release from the round of rebirths. 
The gods can only help them in mundane matters. Accordingly, it is 
essential for us to point out that the Sinhalese venerate the Buddha 
(as the Enlightened One who has extinguished desire and attained 
release from the perpetual round of rebirths), but worship the gods 
who assist humans in mundane matters (Bechert 1978: 218-221; 
Schalk 1976: 79-81, 92). 

Summa summarum 

Polo and Knox, who did not know the Sinhalese language, were thus 
not able while out in the field to ask the Sinhalese people about 
their religious practices. Therefore they merely described what they 
saw in the manner of travellers' tales of that time. Consequently, 
both of them were destined to interpret (i.e. misread) Sinhalese 
Buddhism totally from under the shadow of ethnocentric Christian 
discourse (Pye 1994: 54-55). 

In contrast, Schopenhauer learned about Buddhism only from 
books. He was therefore dependent on the then prevailing discourse 
of focusing only on the doctrinal or philosophical aspect of Bud-
dhism Gautama Buddha's life and doctrine also touched him per-
sonally. In his reading, he was therefore rather uncritically eclectic, 
seeing only what he wanted to see. He used Buddhism as an argu-
ment for the correctness of his own philosophy: it must be a pleas- 
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ure to me to see my doctrine in such close agreement with a religion 
that the majority of men on earth hold as their own'. 

Religion should no longer only be equated with a doctrine or phi-
losophy which, although important, is but one aspect or dimension 
of the phenomenon religion. Apart from presenting the intellectual 
or rational aspects of Buddhism, we should aim at a balanced view 
by also focusing on the mythical or narrative axioms of the Buddhist 
doctrines, as well as on the practical and ritual, the experiential and 
emotional, the ethical and legal, the social and institutional, and the 
material and artistic dimensions of the religious phenomenon 
known as Buddhism. This will help us to arrive at a balanced, unbi-
ased and holistic conception of the subject matter (Smart 1995: 16-
21). 

We must be careful not to impose the ethnocentric conceptions of 
our time, or to fall into the trap of reductionism, or to project our 
own idiosyncratic or personal beliefs onto the subject of our re-
search. This requires careful re-reading of previous interpretations 
while judgment is suspended, as well as commuting between intra-
cultural and inter-cultural terms long enough to be able to translate 
the aspects of the foreign religion into concepts and terms under-
standable to us. We may thus succeed without violating the distinc-
tive character of the religion concerned for the benefit of universal-
istic categories. 
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PETER JACKSON 

Tracks on the Road-Myth½  

Indo-European religions beyond  Georges 
Dumezil's moyen d'analyser 

It would naturally seem presumptuous to describe the works of 
Georges Dumézil as a failure. Such a remark, however, does not 
necessarily concern the dismissal with half a century's theoretical 
efforts, it may simply allude to something Dumézil omitted to see 
and, fully aware of this omission (i.e. failing to "see the trees for 
wood"), the territory he left behind unexplored. 

Critics have mistakenly implied that Dumézil was oriented towards 
the reconstruction of an Urgesellschaft, and — as a consequence of 
this prejudice — accused him of regarding myths as social projec-
tions being inconsistent with the "hard facts" of the Proto-Indo-
Europeans. This misconception is to be regretted (see, for instance, 
Renfrew 1988). As for me, I think (regarding Dumézil's own ambi-
tions) that the crux of the matter was indeed the uncovering of a 
culture, but by no means the relics of a pre-historic society in 
Southern Russia: Dumézil pursued the Indo-European census corn-
munis, which in this matter may respond to a common cultural 
sense. The characteristic of this pursuit is the conception of a uni-
que Indo-European "mode of analysis" (un moyen d'analyser), which 

1 
Cf. Parmenides (DK 28B8). The term "road-myth" has as much bearing on 

Diel's rendering (Weg-Kunde) as on the original Greek phrase 1.1..iieo; Oki°. 
2 

Immediately after the delivery of speech, Professor Lauri Honko draw my 
attention to his article "Traditions in the construction of cultural identity 
and strategies of ethnic survival" (1995: 131-146), of which I had been un-
aware up to then. While realizing to what extent Professor Honko had fore-
stalled my efforts to revaluate the concepts of "culture" and "tradition", I 
presently regret that his theories and thorough analyses were not properly 
intergated into my paper. At the same time, however, I am delighted at the 
prospects of proceeding on good authority. 
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marked the crisis of Dumézil's thought during the 50's. This inter-
cultural framework of interpretation, fluctuating between social and 
supernatural facts, is thus described in the retrospective introduc-
tion to Mythe et Épopée I: 

"[A] decisive progress was accomplished the day when I recog-
nised, towards 1950, that the 'tripartite ideology' is not neces-
sarily followed up by, in the life of a society, the real tripartite 
division of this society, according to the Indian model; on the 
contrary it may not, where one observes it, be (no longer be, 
perhaps it has never been) anything but an ideal and, at the 
same time, a mode of analysis, of interpreting the forces which 
assure the way of the world and the life of mankind."3 

Dumézil regarded the insistence on etymological equations as a 
blockage in consideration of the Indo-European ideology (1968: 11 
f.), whereas the occurrence of a comparative grammar and a com-
mon religious nomenclature necessitated the advantage of genetic 
comparisons over comparisons excluding the notions of organic con-
tiguity. He considered it self-evident that societies sharing a politi-
cal, juridical, ethical, and religious vocabulary (rex, flamines, ius, 
lex, credo, fides, ritus etc.) likewise share a coherent system of 
thought, and that this system may be sought beyond the manifesta-
tions of signs.' This presupposition led Dumézil to compare sets of 
ideas, circumscribed by their inherent systematic constancy, yet dis-
solved in an irreversible cluster of formal variability. 

Émile Benveniste, a scholar giving an early stimulus to Dumézil's 
ideas of the Indo-European social organisation (1932), pursued a 
similar line of inquiry in a work devoted to Indo-European ethnose-
mantics, Le vocabulaire des institutions indo-européennes (1969). In 
this work, however, Benveniste elucidated the genesis of the vocabu- 

3 [U]n progrès décisif fut accompli le jour où je reconnus, vers 1950, que 
ridéologie tripartite" ne s'accompagne pas forcément, dans la vie d'une 
société, de la divison tripartite réelle de cette société, selon le modèle in-
dien; qu'elle peut au contraire, là où on la constate, n'être (ne plus être, 
peut-être n'avoir jamais été) qu'un idéal et, en même temps, un moyen 
d'analyser, d'interpréter les forces qui assurent le cours de monde et la vie 
des hommes." Dumezil 1968: 15. 
4 "Un tel accord donne à réflechir : le maintien, sur les deux marges du 
domaine indo-européen, à l'extrême est et à l'extrême ouest, d'un vocabu-
laire aussi fortement lié à l'organisation sociale, à des actes, à des atti-
tudes ou à des représentations religieux, n'est concevable que si des frag-
ments important du système de pensée préhistorique auquel ap-
partenaient d'abord ces notions ont aussi subsisté." Dumezil 1949: 19. 
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lary of fundamental institutions (such as economy, kinship, society, 
authority, law, and religion) by examining the common semantic 
motivation of terminologically differentiated sets in view of their 
associations, oppositions, and cognates (1969: 9). Benveniste never 
adhered to Dumézil's procedures whole-heartedly, since he consid-
ered those based on indices other than linguistic facts and textual 
statements (1969: 292). Notwithstanding these separate starting-
points, the methodological differences may also pertain to a shift in 
emphasis: if Benveniste compared contiguous sets of concepts un-
dergoing verbal superposition, Dumézil compared contiguous sets of 
ideas emanating from an inherited ideology. 

Seeing that the priority of systematic constancy is a criterion of 
Dumézil's strategy, we may contrast the coalescence of duplex sov-
ereignty in India, Iran, Rome, and Ireland suggested by Dumézil 
(Mitra and Varuna; Vohu Manah and Aga; Dius Fidius and Iuppiter, 
Lug and Nuada) with the formal coalescence of two-part divine 
names in the cultured circles of India, Anatolia, Greece, Italy, and 
Ireland (Dyáus pita; Luv. Tatiš Tiwaz/Hitt. Attaš 	Zeus pater; 
Iuppiter; *deiwos [...1 [p] atir). 

According to Dumézil, the incontestable consonance of the names 
Dyaus, Zeus, Juppiter, etc. would be of no use to the mythologist 
who wants to grasp the internal system organising the mythology of 
India, Greece, and Rome (1968: 11). Considering the same conso-
nance, however, Calvert Watkins et.al. seem to discern an impor-
tant aspect of the Proto-Indo-European symbolic culture, e.g. "the 
chief deity of the Proto-Indo-Europeans" (Watkins 1995: 8). One gets 
the impression that these angles of approach inevitably ends in the 
counteracting accentuations of a deep-seated sensus communis com-
prising historically attainable cultures (Dumézil) and a homogenous, 
yet historically unattainable cultural hypostasis (a "proto-culture"). 
Since both perspectives call for homogeneity, the emphasis on for-
mal concordances assumes a diffusionist angle, from which histori-
cal data must appear as an accumulation of defect imitations in pro-
portion to the prehistoric hypostasis. 

Let us start from the simple assumption that a common heritage 
neither is bound to dissolve in fragments of a common ideology, nor 
to expose the outlines of an Urgesellschaft. In that case we may ex-
pect that each culture undertakes a unique decipherment of the 
common heritage, and that this heritage becomes senseless when-
ever detached from the magic circle of culture. For the sake of clari-
fication, I will briefly illustrate this circumstance by means of two 
texts. The first passage is drawn from a Hittite ritual against do- 
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mestic strife (CTH 404), the second from a Vedic nuptial hymn 
(10.85), viz, two stanzas concerning defloration and the (woollen) 
bridal garment (28-29): 

A. Then the Old Woman takes a snail and wraps it in blue [ZA.GÌN] 
and red [SA5] wool [SIG], and she brandishes it over the two par-
ticipants in the ritual and speaks as follows: "Carry aw(ay) /.../, 
shovelfoot 	 = pat(a)-aš], the evil tongue (i-da- 
a-lu-un EME-an). Let it carry it away by its back, and by its tongue 
let it carry them away, the evil mouth, the evil tongue. "5  

B. 28. It is dark blue [nīla-] and red [-lohitám], the sorcery [krtyá], 
the entwinement spreads/gets about (therein), prospering its kins-
men. The bride is bound with bonds. [according to the Sānkhāyana 
Grhya Sutra 1.12.8, this verse is accompanied with the following rit-
ual action: "[h]er relations tie (to the body) a red and black, woollen 
[?] or linen cord with three (amulet) gems"] 29. Give away the wool-
len shirt, distribute good to the Brahmans! This sorcery, having ac-
quired feet [padvátī], enters (as) the husband (enters his) wife. 

The joint semantic collocation BLUE : RED : (WOOL) : FOOT — in 
both cases characterised by a metaphorical or figurative use of the 
isogloss *ped- — does indeed admit of a detachment from the indi-
vidual contexts. On the other hand, we may well ask if the Hittite 
ritual and the Vedic nuptial hymn constitute a cultural nexus, or if 
the information accessible beyond the collocation itself is sufficient 
(as much as sufficiently concordant) for the extraction of an inter-
cultural significance from the collocation? To complicate the matter 
further, we may merely notice that verbal collocations and formulae 
sometimes interact within the same literary stratum, apparently 
without conveying the same explicit or implicit sense.6  

The following questions thus arise: are we justified in treating 
Indo-European religions (on these preliminary conditions) as a 
marked off field of research? If so, how ought we to carry on this 
research, and what do we expect to attain thereby? I do not, for self-
evident reasons, attempt to give any conclusive answers to these 
questions here, rather have I tried to prepare a starting-point for 
alternative issues. 

5 
Translation and discussion in Watkins 1981. 

6 
Cf. for instance Priam's parabolic statements about Odysseus in II. 3.192-

198 and Hesiod's portrait of winter in Op. 505-563: itokupoTein 16p.itirrccuy 
(Op. 510-511) = iIct rci xeoyi nokuPoTeipti (Il. 3. 195); Stec tyo Poo; 
gpxeTcct (Op. 515) [...] St' citsya &not Toxyinptxa.. Tubcoc (516) = ote6y thyo Tubb 
StapxcToct (II. 3.198). 
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* 

An objection, typical of the critical approaches to comparative Indo-
European religious studies, reads: "The reductive tendency of the 
comparativist approach is inclined to erase the specific characteris-
tics of a culture [.1" (Scheid and Svenbro 1996) Let us retort by 
slightly exaggerating the consequence of this remark: if the com-
parativist approach "erases" cultures, what do we perceive there-
with? It simultaneously facilitates the penetration of cultures by 
rendering cultures transparent, and by those means it grazes tradi-
tion. 

While culture is a tilled land, tradition is a grazing land; tradition 
answers to the "many tracks" or "signs" (sḗmat[a] [...] pollà) on an 
unborn and imperishable road.' On the one hand we may liken cul-
ture to the interpretation and internalisation of these tracks, on the 
other hand to "something else com[ing] to mind" beyond the outward 
appearances of the track.8 Thus, the tracks — since they constantly 
await the cultural designation or design (a designation or design by 
means of culture) — lie ahead of us, yet they belong to a past that 
cannot be foreseen. Tradition is both in front of us and of old, it lies 
before us. 

The vagueness of the intimate terms "tradition" and "culture" al-
lows us to conceive them both as action and condition, both as exe-

cution and storage. Culture is the training, development, and re-
finement of mind, tastes and manners; the condition of being thus 
trained and refined; the intellectual side of civilisation. Tradition is 
the action of handing over (something material) to another; delivery, 
transfer; that which is thus handed down; a statement, belief, or 
practice transmitted (esp.) orally from generation to generation. I 
have purposely chosen these plain, lexicographic definitions in order 
to increase the sharpness of their reciprocity. By way of experiment 
I will bring the characteristics of "culture" together under the 
heading of "tracing", including as well the condition of being 
"traced", i.e. definite, designated etc.; "tradition", on the other hand, 

7 
I am once more refering to Parmenides' IIEPI bYEfl 8. 

8 
G. Thompson (1995) reminds us of the fact that St. Augustine reunited 

the concepts of "sign" and "track" by observing that "a sign (signum) is in 
fact a thing which, besides the outward appearance which it presents to 
the senses, by itself makes something else come to mind. When we see a 
foot track (vestigum pedis), we think that the animal to which the foot 
track belongs, has passed." 
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will be understood as "tracking", i.e. the formation of (conducting) 
paths, and the "tracks" thus formed. 

Viewed from a different angle, tradition stands out as a 
"compound of signs" or a "semic assemblage". By that I am not re-
ferring to the Saussurean signe, nor to the signifiant. I am referring 
to a sign that "requires an act of interpretation, [...] a true recogni-
tion of the sign, a true noesis of the sêma[.]" (Nagy 1990: 203ff.) Cul-
ture, in its turn, is accordingly identified with this act of in-
terpretation and the "noemic assemblage" harbouring tradition. The 
mutual consideration of this duplicity would thus imply the symbio-
sis of semiotics and phenomenology, since the former approach is 
occupied with signs and significations, and the latter with designs 
and designations: viz. the semic priority of tradition, and the noemic 
priority of culture. 

As is well known, a genetic comparison aims at the origin of things 
and, fairly often in the case of comparative mythology and philology, 
at the ideological or semantic apex of cultures and concepts. Such an 
approach always concerns something significant, something traced 
beyond the cultural peculiarities. Compared to it, a generic compari-
son — which ultimately concerns the familiarity of things — rather 
engages in the fabrication of cultural encounters, aiming at the de-
tection of a common traditional track. This track stands out as the 
subject-matter of cultivation, as something preserving its constancy 
despite sweeping cultural changes; most likely owing to its inter-
pretative susceptibility. As a matter of course, we ought not to re-
gard it as a mental template. Cultural data, however, may preserve 
features which, when properly isolated, manifest themselves as 
traditional bands devoid of cultivation (traditional residua): the 
phonetic or graphic features of words, the recurrent (verbal) fea-
tures of myths etc. 

Just as an etymologist may ignore the "truth" or "true sense" of 
words, i.e. while observing formal concordances within a wide range 
of meaning; the mythologist engaged in a generic comparison -
since he observes traditional concordances within a wide range of 
cultural application — may (or must) ignore the single source from 
which myth passes its meaning along. 

The presence of recurring Indo-European formulae and verbal collo-
cations have hinted many scholars at the nodes of once fixed, yet 
hopelessly disintegrated, narrative strata. Even if the fixed diction 
or metaphor may play an important part in mythopoeic activity, it is 
not absolutely bound to carry the story itself; it may even become, as 
it were, "a familiar music of which the mind is pleasantly aware, but 



TRACKS ON THE ROAD-MYTH 	 105 

which it knows so well that it makes no effort to follow it" (Parry 
1986: 30). 

Furthermore, the essential parts of the formula correspond to 
graphemes; both are vehicles of value, yet — with reference to the 
formula or collocation (cf. BLUE : RED : (WOOL) : FOOT (see 
above)) — the level of lexis corresponds to the level of sound regard-
ing the morpheme or lexeme. In other words the formulaic sense of 
the formula exceeds the totality of its lexical sense: k is to kléos (k-l- 
é-o-s --> "fame") as kléos to kléos áphthiton ("imperishable fame" 

"poet's pledge-token of reciprocity" (Ibycus (Watkins 1995: 70)). We 
may carry this simile further by dwelling upon the movement, 
transformation, and revaluation of a specific grapheme — A for in-
stance — in a series of societies (Phoenician, Greek, Etruscan, Italic 
etc.). At the outset we have gradually become aware of its consistent 
phonetic value, but while considering the Cherokee system of writ-
ing (developed by Sikwayi in the 1820's) we will come to the opposite 
conclusion: according to this notation — though evidently built on 
the Roman alphabet — A represents the syllable go. In both cases, 
furthermore, we may consider two shades of meaning: 1) the di-
rectly or indirectly accessible meaning of written words containing 
the specific grapheme (without which the phonetic value is inde-
terminable), i.e. the meaning carried off by means of the grapheme 
in (and by) individual cultures, and 2) the dormant ideographic 
value of the same grapheme (Proto-Sinaitic alpu "ox"). 

Needless to say, oral literature is ever in a state of change, for 
what reason it is justifiable to dismiss any notions of an invariable 
Nibelungen legend or tale of Troy. It is likewise justifiable, however, 
to conceive the present versions as compounds of partially fixed 
modes of speech, albeit components capable of innumerable combi-
nations and interpretations. 

In addition to the censorius plea for coincidence with regard to Indo-
European religous studies, we may also expect a thematic parallel-
ism to result from individual elaborations of common residua, i.e. 
similar cultural renderings of contiguous traditions. Thus, while 
treated as the result of a common stylistic or verbal core, thematic 
parallels are no longer associated with genetically contiguous theo-
logical or philosophical modes of analysis.9  

9 
Calvert Watkins draws a similar conclusion while comparing the Orphic 

lamellae with an Old Hittite eschatological text: "I do not want to insist on 
a thematic connection between the two sets of texts in the two languages. 
The similarities — even those which are most striking, like the 'singular 
detail' of the Greek word for muddy water — may belong to the plane of 
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What may appear as an evident cultural nexus at first sight, viz. 
the common confidence in these oral traditions, is rather a cultural 
impetus evoked by tradition itself, perhaps as a consequence of its 
exceptional position. Not only does this confidence implicate the fu-
sion of poetic and hieratic speech10, but also the apprehension of the 
traditional discourse as "marked speech" sanctioned by usage. This 
attitude, on the one hand, was probably implied in the earliest deno-
tation of the Greek word mûthos ("`special' as opposed to 'everyday' 
speech' (Nagy 1990: viii)); on the other hand, as is evident from lin-
guistic and ethnological research, "[t]he highlighting of mythological 
characters through conventional sound shifts is particularly salient 
when it introduces speech sounds foreign to the usual pattern of the 
given language" (Jakobson and Waugh 1987: 210): poetry and myth 
narration are currently distinguished from normal speech. The ge-
neric study of concordant traditions — while focusing the recurrence 
and cultivation of form — may derive advantage from these observa-
tions. Since the residua uncovered often recurs within the sphere of 
markedness, the instance of markedness is obviously participant in 
the preservation of tradition. 

We cannot grasp the intercultural meaning of recurrent formulae or 
verbal collocations, which are (and must be) dynamic compounds 
subordinate to a continuous process of cultural adaptation. The 
skeletal conformity of Indo-European myths and rituals may not 
designate..., yet — since we concern ourselves with tracks apt to 
designation — it remains valuable. When it comes to reconstructed 
Proto-Indo-European, we may simply consider the proto-forms as 
"handy formulae for making clear the nature of relationships that 

imaginative universals of eschatology. But I do wish to emphasize that 
speculations very similar to those of the Dionysiac-Orphic and Pythagorean 
`mysteries', both in content and in the form of artistic verbal presentation, 
were being made and written down in a geographically adjacent and ge-
netically related language some 1200 years earlier [...]. If we are to believe 
in an Indo-European eschatology, a common core of inherited beliefs about 
final things and a common core of style of verbal expression in the 
(inherently conservative) service of the dead (my italics), then it is to such 
comparisons that we should look. " Watkins 1995: 290. 10 

An idea touched upon by Jacob Wackernagel (1943) in the seminal lec- 
ture on Indo-European poetics from 1932 (published under the title 
"Indogermanische Dichtersprache"). It goes without saying, however, that 
the synergism of poetry and mythology is a criterion of oral culture, and 
not an Indo-European peculiarity. 
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exists between cognate languages" (Beekes 1995: 3); the isogloss 
thus determines an incontestable point of formal intersection in the 
texts at hand, not the prehistoric apex. To study such points of in-
tersection is ultimately to study the continuous revaluation of tra-
dition, which itself cuts through the cultural particularities and 
generalities. 

This mode of procedure does not exclude Dumézil's approach, but 
it does leave out certain presuppositions. While preferring the ge-
netic concordance to the sheer coincidence11, Dumézil underrated 
the opportunities of phenomenology, which may provide "a universal 
morphology of the natural world as the common world of people, of 
any society whatever", a theory of "what we see, grasp, and touch, 
just as we see, and other people, see them, grasp them, etc." 
(Husserl 1989: 376, 287) From this perspective, for all that, 
Dumézil's research must remain a valuable contribution to the phe-
nomenology of religions. 
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MORNY JOY 

Beyond the Given  and the All-Giving: 

Extraneous Speculations on Women and 
the Gift 

As a philosopher of religion who also teaches courses in methodology 
in Religious Studies, I am distressed at certain of the trends I have 
observed to promote the study of religion(s) solely as a scientific 
project. This is to be regretted because it eliminates the diversity 
and richness of human experience in its many manifestations and, 
in its Eurocentrism, distorts the religious world views and various 
ways of being religious of non-Western peoples. My hermeneutic 
training and my pluralist disposition incline me towards a multidis-
ciplinary and plurimethodological approach. This does not necessar-
ily lead to a lack of stability or disintegration of the discipline of Re-
ligious Studies. Nor does it obviate the need for careful scrutiny of 
the theoretical presuppositions and methodological applications in-
volved — perhaps under the guidance of a hermeneutics of suspi-
cion. 

Such an approach allows for the coexistence of both humanistic 
and social scientific modes, without implying that either of these 
disciplinary divisions, and its subsidiary fields of study, has the mo-
nopoly view or the most appropriate methods for studying the dis-
cipline. Perhaps a hermeneutics, in the style of Paul Ricoeur, with 
both its constructive and suspicious procedures could prove helpful. 
Ricoeur's delineation of hermeneutics encourages the interaction of 
explanation and understanding and thus permits the fruitful inter-
play of objective and subjective dispositions. It also has the advan-
tage of admitting that facts are never simply facts — they are al-
ways already forms of interpretation. Thus, typologies and neutral 
analyses may often reveal more about the preoccupations of those 
who propose them than about the actual phenomena studied and 
discussed. 

My paper is not a defence of this position nor a substantial contri-
bution to the theoretical articulation of a hermeneutic approach, 



110 	 MORNY JOY 

instead it is an exercise in hermeneutics of a particular topic that 
has captured the interest of thinkers in diverse fields — including 
religious studies. It is an illustration of the need for a hermeneutics 
of suspicion — here with something of a feminist flavour — so that 
the biases and projections that inform much of scholarly theorizing 
can be discerned. 

Contemporary discussions of the gift, be they in secular or relig-
ious settings, are entangled in an elaborate web of discourses, 
ranging from economical systems of finely calibrated reciprocity 
(Mauss 1967); to hallowed invocations of gratuitous expenditure 
(Bataille 1985; Cixous and Clément 1986); to rhetorical speculations 
regarding the conundrum of its definition (Derrida 1992); to the dy-
namics of a mutually affirming relationship (Irigaray 1996). Such 
discussions, with their obvious Western preoccupations, also entail a 
dubious agenda, inherited from earlier anthropological exercises, 
where other peoples' cultures provided the occasion for confirming 
theoretically biased preconceptions or musings about alternative 
utopian vistas. 

In a post-modern, post-colonial setting, perhaps the only way to 
approach the topic of the gift is to examine some of the exegetical 
burdens it has borne and continues to bear. The figure of woman, 
maligned or idealized, has figured in many male analyses of the 
phenomenon of the gift. Her status in most of this work is an indica-
tor of their own culture's received bias towards women. These theo-
ries reveal an assumed superiority that permitted Western men 
both to exercise dominance in their own culture and to exhibit an 
insensitivity to other cultures. As a result, they have often made 
pronouncements on the status of women in an unqualified universal 
fashion. 

Thus, it is unfortunate that certain contemporary women scholars, 
in attempting to rebut this latter tendency and to provide alterna-
tive theories regarding women, also leave unexamined the coloniz-
ing mentality of the male scholars. Perhaps it could be said that any 
definition of the gift in the contemporary west reveals the predica-
ment that continues to ensnare anyone, male or female, who ap-
proaches it — loaded as it is with over-determined cultural baggage 
that further embroils even those who attempt to disavow any influ-
ence. 
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1. Preoccupations with the Gift: That which is Given 

Perhaps the seminal study this century, and the impetus of much 
recent theorizing, is Marcel Mauss' The Gift (1967), which was in-
formed by his readings of Franz Boas' On the North-Western Tribes 
of Canada (1894) and Kwakiutl Ethnography (1966), as well as Ma-
linowski's Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922). In both the 
Kwakiutl potlatch and the Melanesian kula ring, Mauss detected a 
delicate balance of giving, receiving and repayment — with a 
broadly defined religious orientation sustaining the interacting so-
cial, political and economic aspects. Mauss' elaboration was directed 
to extolling communal values as opposed to contemporary Western 
nationalistic and acquisitive interests. In his "Moral Conclusions", 
Mauss ends with an endorsement of this "primitive" economy as in-
culcating a generous disposition that is "less serious, avaricious and 
selfish than we are" (1967: 79), and less predisposed to war. 

It is by opposing reason to emotion and setting up the will for 
peace against rash follies of the kind that peoples succeed in 
substituting alliance, gift and commerce for war, isolation and 
stagnation. (1967: 80) 

While superficially a generous endorsement, such a retrogressive 
projection reflected more Mauss' own preoccupations at the time of 
writing in post-World War I Europe. His recommendations are 
questionable today not just from the viewpoint of unwarranted de-
ductions (however romantic), but from the findings resulting from a 
reexamination of the original material. Such reservations are ex-
pressed by the scholar of religion, Jonathan Z. Smith: 

It is terribly complicated and not clear to me what belongs in 
and what belongs out of the category, and I really do not have it 
sorted out; and particularly now that Goldman and others have 
researched the Kwakiutl material, terribly important things are 
coming out. What's happened is that the opportunity to go back 
to Boas' notes at Columbia and see what he wrote, as opposed to 
what he thought he wrote twenty years later, has had the result 
that the Kwakiutl turn out no longer to have a potlatch. How 
then is potlatch to be related to exchange and exchange to pot-
latch? (Burkert, Girard and Smith 1987: 214-5; see Goldman 
1975) 

Apart from registering this sobering reflection, it is beyond the 
scope of this presentation to undertake a thorough investigation of 
the exact reliability of the base data concerned with potlatch itself. 
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But it does indicate that a close scrutiny of all such imposed catego-
ries is imperative and a beginning has been made in an important 
study by Christopher Bracken, The Potlatch Papers: A Colonial 
Case History (1997). The concomitant problem that I wish to focus 
on in this paper is of equal moment with regard to unwarranted as-
sumptions — it is the refusal to acknowledge women as full partici-
pants or agents in these procedures concerned with the gift. 

Mauss is culpable in this regard. He is content to replicate mate-
rial regarding women's role from Boas and Malinowski: 

All these institutions reveal the same kind of social and psycho-
logical pattern. Food, women, children, possessions, charms, 
land, labour, services, religious offices, rank — everything is 
stuff to be given away and repaid. (Mauss 1967: 11-12) 

Mauss is not alone in this devaluation of women. His position can be 
compared to that of Lévi-Strauss who also generalized from his own 
observations and from Mauss' as well as Malinowski's Trobriand 
work: 

The prohibition of incest is less a rule prohibiting marriage with 
the mother, sister or daughter, than a rule obliging the mother, 
sister or daughter to be given to others. It is the supreme rule of 
the gift, and it is clearly in this aspect, too often unrecognized, 
which allows its nature to be understood. (Lévi-Strauss 1969: 
481) 

The sad fact is that Mauss and Lévi-Strauss, following Malinowski, 
as did others who were influenced by Durkheim's sacred and pro-
fane dichotomy, did not deem that the realm of women merited seri-
ous study.' They were viewed as the property of men, without sig-
nificant rituals or property of their own. 

While Luce Irigaray, a contemporary women critic, does not refer 
to Mauss specifically, she does cite Lévi-Strauss in her essay 
"Women on the Market"(1985b), where she criticizes the accepted 
generalization of trafficking in women as well as its rationalizations. 

Anthropologist Diane Bell in her work, Daughters of the Dreaming (1994: 
36, 242-248), has illustrated how Australian aboriginal women have suf-
fered from the limitations of many Western men's circumscribed view of 
the women of their own society (particularly with reference to Durkheim's 
categories of sacred and profane). For example, Bell's work relates how 
Australian aboriginal women were judged profane according to the Durk-
heimian structure, thus lacking the necessary attributes for sacred rituals 
and myths, and therefore not even worth being studied. 
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Why exchange women? Because they are "scarce [commodities] 
... essential to the life of the group," the anthropologist tells us. 
Why this characteristic of scarcity, given the biological equilib-
rium between male and female births? Because the "deep po-
lygamous tendency, which exists among all men, always makes 
the number of available women seem insufficient." (Irigaray 
1985b: 170) 

Besides ironically questioning the implicit assumptions that all men 
are intrinsically desirable to women and that women could not pos-
sibly have polygamous inclinations, Irigaray makes the sweeping 
observation that women's only value appears to be that of an ex-
change commodity. 

All the social regimes of "History" are based upon the exploita-
tion of one "class" of producers, namely women. Whose repro-
ductive use value (reproductive of children and of the labour 
force) and whose constitution as exchange value underwrite the 
symbolic order as such, without any compensation in kind going 
to them for that "work". (Irigaray 1985b: 173) 

Irigaray expands on this remark, by emphasizing women's contri-
bution as providing the unacknowledged infrastructure of the entire 
socio-economic apparatus that goes by the name of patriarchy. In 
Irigaray's view, this repressed role has never been acknowledged, 
let alone deemed worthy of consideration for its indispensable con-
tribution. Irigaray's early work is dedicated to exposing and rectify-
ing this oversight, which she views as ubiquitous. 

2. The Ultimate Gift — Sacrifice 

There is a denser and more extreme aspect of the gift — the notion 
of sacrifice — which was also broached by Mauss and Hubert (1964). 
This dimension has been elaborated at great extent in the work of 
René Girard. Mauss had set the scene by stating: 

The connection of exchange contracts among men with those be-
tween men and gods explains a whole aspect of the theory of 
sacrifice. It is best seen in those societies where contractual and 
economic ritual is practised by men. (Mauss 1967: 13) 

He had then associated this sacrificial dimension with a religious 
impulse that he posited at the heart of potlatch: 

8 
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Sacrificial destruction implies giving something that is to be re-
paid ... It is not simply to show power and wealth and unselfish-
ness that a man puts his slaves to death, burns his precious oil, 
throws coppers into the sea, and sets his house on fire. In doing 
this he is also sacrificing to the gods and spirits, who appear in-
carnate in the men who are at once their namesakes and ritual 
allies. (Mauss 1967: 14) 

Mauss did not elaborate in detail on the spiritual underpinnings of 
this sacrificial impulse — but he located them within a "do ut des" 
dynamic of an anticipated abundant divine recompense, with the 
added underlying incentive of an insurance policy against covetous 
evil spirits. 

Girard's work, while it acknowledges this human propensity to 
ward off potential malevolence of deistic figures, expands the basic 
gestures of placation to include actual human sacrifice. For Girard, 
the origin of religion can be located in the complex motivations that 
instigate such sacrificial activity. He would claim: "All religious 
rituals spring from the surrogate victim (scapegoat), and all the 
great institutions of mankind, both secular and religious, spring 
from this [sacrificial] ritual" (Girard 1991: 306). In Girard's reading 
of a primal act of violence, it is not protection, nor appeasement for 
the murder of the father (as in Freud's Totem and Taboo), that in-
stigates this immemorial compensatory gesture. Instead, Girard 
cites a form of guilt that arises in response to arbitrarily motivated 
designs on another's property (which he terms as a form of mimesis) 
as responsible. Such cupidity of another's goods can escalate out of 
proportion, unless it is contained by the sacrifice of a substitute fig-
ure that defuses the situation. (Again, as with Freud, this archaic 
mythic projection would seem implausible on many counts; Frear 
1992). 

In Girard's script, however, in contrast to Freud's conclusions re-
garding the endless repetition compulsion of religion rituals, there is 
the intervention of the Christ figure, the ultimate innocent victim 
Christ inverts the established order by revealing the mercenary 
machinations involved in former sacrifices, and thus, by his own 
sacrifice, overturns and renders as henceforth inappropriate, the 
violent origins of religion. 

Girard's theories, however, as those of the previously mentioned 
male anthropologists, exhibit a distinct bias in favour of the male of 
the species. Not once does he refer to women's participation (or lack 
of it) in this ritual of immolation — except for a casual, even dis-
missive reference to Dionysian maenads. This is also in line with 
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Girard's disapproval of all pagan precedents, for Girard's work, as it 
progresses, becomes an earnest vindication of Christianity. 

Luce Irigaray, in Women, the Sacred and Money (1993), castigates 
Girard's religious polemic for its neglect of women. In the context of 
sacrifice, however, Irigaray is especially concerned to stress that 
beneath Girard's speculations regarding the scapegoat figure — the 
sacrifice of whom restores equilibrium — there is another unac-
knowledged victim — woman. This female figure does not feature as 
an overt offering on an altar, but as a victim of covert deprivation 
and denial. On this reading, women's flesh, her integrity, her spe-
cial place in the social order are all effaced by a man's emphasis on 
his gender's role not just as primordial in the religious, but also in 
the social scheme of things. It is here that Irigaray forges a link be-
tween her earlier indictment of woman as acknowledged infrastruc-
ture in an economy of goods and services, and women as the re-
pressed source of life in a psychoanalytically ordered economy of 
desire. 

At the same time, Irigaray makes another observation of profound 
significance with regard to the institution of sacrifice –This is the 
fact that women have rarely, if ever, been involved not just in the 
preliminary protocols of sacrifice, but of its public rituals. 

One thing is obvious: in the religions of sacrifice, religious and 
social ceremonies are almost universally performed by men. Men 
alone perform the rite, not women or children (though male 
children can sometimes act as acolytes). Women have no right to 
officiate in public worship in most traditions, even though that 
worship serves as the basis and structure for the society. 
(Irigaray 1993: 78) 

A similar encompassing judgment has also been made by Nancy Jay 
in her detailed study of numerous sacrificially-oriented societies: 
Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion and Pa-
ternity (1992). Jay's conclusions are a complement to Irigaray's, as 
she argues for sacrifice as the legitimation of patrilineal line of de-
scent as opposed to the matrilineal .2  

Sacrifice may be performed for many reasons. But it is beauti-
fully adapted for integrating patrilineal descent groups, a goal 
that can only be accomplished by differentiation from all other 
lines of descent. Sacrifice can both expiate descent from women 

I am aware of the possibility of ahistorical theoretical and empirical gen-
eralization made by Jay. There are critiques of Jay's treatment of sacrifice. 
See Raab 1997 and Strenski 1996. 
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(along with other dangers) and integrate the "pure and eternal 
patrilineage. (1985: 296-297) 

Whether such all-inclusive diagnoses as those of Irigaray and Jay 
stand the test of further enquiry, particularly with regard to non-
Western cultures, the disregard of women they observe is nonethe-
less a corollary of customs concerned with sacrifice in Western relig-
ions that place women as external to the exercise of power, rather 
than as a partner or participant. They are symptomatic of a much 
more deep-rooted and pervasive value system that has inculcated 
the bifurcation of purity and danger, sacred and profane, nature and 
culture. In most theoretical variants of this binarism, as promul-
gated by Western scholars, women have been generally associated 
with the less valued side of the pair.3 

As an alternate scenario, Irigaray would envision a social and re-
ligious dimension where sacrifice, whether social or psychic, is no 
longer needed and where a just and mutually confirming mode of 
exchange operates. 

3. The All-Giving 

There is a third fascinating elaboration of women's situation, also 
prompted by Mauss's reflections on the gift, that needs to be noted. 
In Mauss's account of the gift there was an ambivalent relation be-
tween a system of economic and social checks and balances govern-
ing the gift, and a moral impulse, sustaining a purely disinterested 
offering that is free of any qualifications. It is this latter extravagant 
gesture that has been embellished, most particularly in the work of 
George Bataille, who proposes an alternative model of dispensation 
that, in its unconstrained largesse, is characteristic of women: "To 
give is the fundamental feminine attitude" (1987: 127). This uncon-
ditional abundance as dépense (expenditure) was Bataille's modifi-
cation of (in his view) Mauss' domestication of the profligate waste 
evident in Boas' description of potlatch celebrations. In such a 
transgressive (or general) economy, it is not simply the civilized (i.e., 
bourgeois) utilitarian exchange of objects that Bataille wished to 
counter. In addition, he wanted to (re-)introduce a world view, un-
tarnished by profane, rational calculations, where an economy of 
superabundance — be it in rituals of sacrifice, in squandering of 
riches, or in dissolution of assets — witnesses to a sacred universe. 

3  Genevieve Lloyd documents this in Lloyd 1993. 
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This sacral reality has nothing to do with the orthodoxies of organ-
ized religion. For Bataille religion, specifically Christianity, has 
eradicated the innate human propensity for sacrality by the imposi-
tion of moral categories which deny the superabundant energy that 
Bataille considered the essence of life. Instead, eroticism and the 
role of women became central motifs in Bataille's exposition of 
transgression. The essential link, however, that conjoins eroticism 
and woman is sacrifice — a phenomenon which Bataille invested 
with the most intense release of both violence and dread, yet which 
affirmed the essential sacred nature of life. As Bataille asserts in his 
essay "Hegel, Death and Sacrifice," 

It must be said too that sacrifice, like tragedy, was an element 
that of a celebration; it bespoke a blind, pernicious joy and all 
the danger of that joy, and yet this is precisely the principle of 
human joy; it wears out and threatens with death all who get 
caught up in its movement. (Bataille 1982: 23) 

Bataille's model fashions woman as the exemplar par excellence of 
this gesture of the requisite abandon and degradation. 

[I]n the sacrificial act of sexuality, it is the woman who has the 
dubious honour of being the victim par excellence: The lover 
strips bare the beloved of her identity no less that the blood-
stained priest his human or animal victim. The woman in the 
hands of her assailant is despoiled of her being. (Bataille 1987: 
90) 

Michele Richman illustrates the difficulty of this position when she 
reflects on the role of woman in the context of Bataille's elaboration 
of Mauss' The Gift. "The possible relation of their [women's] trans-
gressive sexuality to the position ascribed them in the exchange sys-
tem of patriarchal society is never explicitly considered" (1982: 81). 

Perhaps for Bataille, as for Mauss and Lévi-Strauss, the blind-spot 
in the old dream of symmetry, the fantasy/fetishization of women, 
distorts not just men's attempts to control the operations of a soci-
ety, but also their experiments exploring a divergent order. As is 
obvious, their observations on the gift have very little relation either 
to the primary anthropological data or to the lives of actual women. 
Yet it is this trajectory of the gift and its connection to women that 
still continues to exercise a fascination for many Western thinkers. 



118 	 MORNY JOY 

4. Beyond the Token of the Gift 

The reaction of women theorists to this phenomenon has not been 
without its problems. The early work of Luce Irigaray with her use 
of the term iouissance, and of Hélène Cixous with her deployment of 
the term l'écriture féminine, demonstrate that both these French 
women theorists were disposed to the notion of woman as a term 
that eluded, in its expansiveness, "phallogocentric" confine-
ment/repression. Both waxed lyrical, in a quasi-deconstructive style 
(and here the influence of Derrida is evident), about the possibilities 
of female recalcitrance to control and the exorbitance of female 
sexuality. Cixous contrasted the debased form of exchange economy 
that has been exploited by men in the past, with that of women 
(such in the figure of Ariadne) who lives "without calculating, with-
out hesitating, but believing, taking everything as far as it goes, 
giving everything, renouncing all security " (Cixous and Clemént 
1986: 75). Cixous obviously believes that there is a inordinate mode 
of "feminine" economy, that can be distinguished from that of the 
manipulative and calculating "masculine" formula.' In this capacity 
Cixous observes it is possible for a woman to give of herself without 
reserve, but, in this proposed model, she is never taken advantage 
of, never despoiled. 

If there is a self proper to women, paradoxically, it is her capac-
ity to depropriate herself without self-interest: endless body, 
without 'end,' without Principal `parts'; if she is a whole, it is a 
whole made up of parts that are whole, not simple, partial ob-
jects but varied entirety, moving and boundless change, a cos-
mos where eros never stops travelling, vast astral space. (1986: 
87) 

Cixous' vocabulary of immoderation, however, is reminiscent of the 
prodigality endorsed by Bataille, where woman offers herself as a 
gift which is not in need of recompense. I think such utopian alter-
natives require extremely careful contextual scrutiny by women be-
fore they are unhesitatingly adopted (even as a disruptive strategy), 
or women will only too easily still find themselves at the mercy of a 
system, that while paying lip-service to a nomenclature of freedom 
from constraint, simply conducts business as usual. 

Cixous does allow, however, that it is possible for men to have "feminine" 
as well as "masculine" attributes, just as women may have "masculine" as 
well as "feminine" ones. 
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Irigaray, influenced by Lacan as well as Derrida, sought initially 
to affirm jouissance both as a mode of excess sexual pleasure and 
also as a tactic of textual sedition, disruptive of the patriarchal sym-
bolic system: 

Turn everything upside down, inside out, back to front. Rack it 
with radical convulsions, carry back, reimport, those crises that 
her "body" suffers in her impotence to say what disturbs her... 
Not by means of a growing complexity of the same, of course, but 
by the irruption of other circuits, by the intervention at times of 
short-circuits that will disperse, diffract, deflect endlessly, mak-
ing energy explode sometimes, with no possibility of returning to 
one single origin. (1985a: 142) 

Though these various images of refractory women are galvanized in 
the service of dismantling the foundations of both the philosophical 
and social order, something could easily go awry in these pro-
grammes Irigaray's endless diffusions initially seemed to run a 
similar risk as Cixous' of playing into the hands of entrenched struc-
tures. The question needs to be asked to whom, and for what pur-
pose, does woman give (of) herself without reserve? Is it for subver-
sion, for self-affirmation, or in the service of others? Unless women 
are clear about their motivation, it is too easy for women's munifi-
cence, viewed as a reckless abandonment, to be rendered ineffective 
by a system finely tuned to neutralize any wayward impulses. Still 
trapped by the ubiquitous binary structures, which remain unaf-
fected by magnanimity, women may continue to represent an ex-
cessiveness which is the obverse of a capitalistic accumulation and 
exploitation. I believe that this aspect of both Cixous' and Irigaray's 
work, though reformatory in its motives, flirts with the danger of 
simply reinforcing women's eccentricity and incapability of challeng-
ing in any practical way the sacrificial nature of women's situation. 

There is, however, a change in the direction of Irigaray's work 
from approximately the late 1980s, when she began to reflect on the 
work of Hegel and Levinas. Aware that deconstructive excesses 
were not sufficient for a new order, she began to seek a position that 
would not simply be a reactive move within a restrictive dialectic 
formula: 

If neither absolute spirit nor the traditional Western monotheis-
tic God seem to be the paths of a becoming, how can we ensure 
that the negative does not entail martyrdom? (1996: 13) 

This search marks a rejection of the previous rules of exchange, 
whether of a binary or dialectical mode, where "the sacrifice of sexed 
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identity to a universal [was] defined by man with death as its mas-
ter" (1996: 26). This introduces a further exploration by Irigaray of 
the possibility of a non-coercive, non-retributive exchange. In the 
social domain, Irigaray's utopian vision of a new order is based on a 
new mode of relationship 

beyond the enslavement to property, beyond the subjects' sub-
mission to the object...[it seeks] a new economy of existence or 
being which is neither that of mastery nor that of slavery but 
rather of exchange with no preconstituted object — vital ex-
change...an exchange able to communicate, at times commune, 
beyond any exchange of objects. (1996: 45) 

Though these exhortations of Irigaray are extraordinarily powerful, 
and her assertions regarding women's suppression by religion and 
its substitutes in the West are valid, they are perhaps in need of 
some cautionary restraints. Just as the male theorists have made 
false universalizations regarding women and the gift, I believe it is 
incorrect to assume, as Irigaray does, that such restrictions have 
been ubiquitously imposed on women throughout all histories and 
cultures. 

While I believe Irigaray's work has been helpful in indicating the 
compromised stereotypical sexual constructions that have reverber-
ated in Eurocentric deliberations on the gift, her own solutions do 
not entirely escape their beguiling seductions, specifically on ques-
tions of race, class and ethnicity. Irigaray does not criticize Levi-
Strauss or Girard on any other grounds than their biased and inap-
propriate treatment of women. There is no awareness that not just 
their analysis, but that the actual anthropological data may be 
flawed by the imposition of ethnocentric categories. Specifically, Iri-
garay does not realize that her work may also be imposing inappro-
priate generalizations on women in non-Western societies. Fortu-
nately, in recent years, there have been women anthropologists who 
have since taken the male thinkers' classificatory systems to task, 
and their criticisms could also be a warning for Western women who 
are not sufficiently sensitive to issues of appropriation. 

4. Alternate Scenarios 

Annette Weiner, in her own study of Trobriand society has demon-
strated that not all women have been powerless: 
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Beyond the ethnographic data, however, the "discovery" that 
Trobriand women have power and that women enact roles which 
are symbolically, structurally, and functionally significant to the 
ordering of Trobriand society, and to the roles that men play, 
should give us, as anthropologists, cause for concern... we have 
accepted almost without question the nineteenth century West-
ern legacy that had effectively segregated women from positions 
of power. (Weiner 1976: 228) 

In a similar vein, Eleanor Leacock criticizes Lévi-Strauss for erro-
neous assertions and for the deliberate omission of such egalitarian 
people as the Iroquois who would have challenged his theories: 

The stubborn fact remains that even in its own terms Levi-
Strauss entire scheme founders on those societies that are mat-
rilineal...and matrilocal...It is therefore not surprising that in 
the space of a page and a half in The Elementary Structures of 
Kinship, there are four (incorrect) statements about such forms 
as extremely rare and transitory (116-117). Although he dedi-
cates his book to Lewis Henry Morgan, Levi-Strauss does not 
include the matrilineal-matrilocal Iroquois described by Morgan 
among his 'rare" examples. (Leacock 1981: 235) 

The fact that there have been matrilineal and matrilocal peoples 
where the gift of women was never the basis of the social or relig-
ious economy, questions the ubiquitous assumptions of women's 
lower status and lack of power. As Weiner describes it, women were 
not the pawns in the pervasive patriarchal exchange system that 
Malinowski and Mauss described: 

Throughout the Pacific and other societies of similar political 
scale, women as sisters and spouses gain their own domains of 
power through controlling economic resources and protecting 
inalienable possessions and the various cosmological phenomena 
that provide authentication of historical, ancestral linkages. 
(Weiner 1992: 152) 

Weiner's and Leacock's portraits of societies where women exert 
control over a sphere, both material and spiritual, upon which no 
man may encroach, and where "the female domain, the regenesis of 
human life, is accorded primary value" (Weiner 1989: 234), makes 
the automatic assignation of women to secondary status appear 
simplistic and insensitive. Perhaps a more thorough questioning of 
the implicit Western orientation involved would have revealed a far 
more complex set of structures to emerge not just in Melanesian so-
ciety, but in those of other peoples where women both have and ne- 
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gotiate social positions in ways that could inform Eurocentric blind-
spots (Etienne and Leacock 1980). It could also point to models of 
exchange that would help Irigaray in her deliberations regarding a 
non-restrictive mode of exchange. However, this should not lead to 
unwarranted extrapolations of such examples as ideals for Western 
women, any more than to distortions by the imposition of artificial 
Western categories. As Marilyn Strathern warns: 

The difference between Western and Melanesian (we/they) so-
ciality means that one cannot simply extend Western feminist 
insights to the Melanesian case;...the difference between 
gift/commodity is expanded as a metaphorical base on which dif-
ference itself may be apprehended and put to use for both an-
thropologist and feminist purposes, yet remains rooted in West-
ern metaphysics. (1988: 7) 

Strathern's comments are indicative of the fact that the whole no-
tion of difference needs to be faced squarely so that it can be recog-
nized as that which provokes both idealizations and defence 
mechanisms, particularly on the part of a Western assimilative 
mindset. Difference, as it has functioned within a dialectic or binary 
format, is often disclosive of ingrained biases rather than an indica-
tor of the need for a radical self-reflexive questioning of the actual 
system itself. Weiner's comments in his regard are salutary: 

In weaving the "gift" myth, is not the anthropologist hiding a 
reality that concerns his or her role in his or her society? Is he or 
she not perpetuating and creating an image of "the primitive" as 
a person, or "primitive society" as a way of life, that has survived 
on some fundamental principle other than self-interest? (Weiner 
1976: 221) 

By simply embroidering such a fabrication, instead of questioning 
its basis and motivations (conscious or otherwise), Western scholar-
ship continues to perpetuate the world in its own image. This ten-
dency is strongly evident in the work of many theorists who, while 
they ostensibly display their distaste for the absolutes of Western 
metaphysics, also play fast and loose with questionable source ma-
terial to support their disruptive models. In the same way, both 
Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous, though they are critical of the 
male-centred Western adaptations, also seem circumscribed by the 
same Western parameters to which they are reacting. Thus, a dis-
criminating cultural critique as well as a judicious self-reflexion 
would seem then to be a needed ingredient in any further discussion 
of the gift. 
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Conclusion 

But perhaps these examples of selective reading of questionable 
data and utopian improvisations highlight a common predicament 
as the Eurocentric mindset is confronted by otherness — be it its 
former colonized peoples or its own internalized forms of exclusion. 
There needs to be a recognition that the phenomenon of the gift and 
the fascination it exerts for contemporary thinkers is a measure of 
dissatisfaction with prevailing norms. As a test case, the phenome-
non of the gift needs to be perceived as an instance of heterogeneity 
in a culture that, despite its convoluted escape mechanisms, cannot 
honestly confront its repressive controlling impulses. The gift is 
thus a symptom par excellence of Western tendencies to distort for 
its own purposes (whether benign, malevolent or simply ignorant) 
whatever is viewed as alien, exotic or excluded. This has largely 
been (non-Western) cultures, women and those of other racial, class 
or ethnic varieties. Such behaviour is evident not just in anthropol-
ogy and literature, but in philosophy, and especially in religious 
studies where the prevailing norm has been the cliché of the neutral 
male scholar. Insofar as this propensity is unacknowledged, the gift 
will remain an enigma to a society such as ours that refuses to ad-
mit not just its blind-spots (whether cultural, racial or sexual), but 
the mechanisms that continue to produce them. It will thus compen-
sate by demonizing or idealizing uncritically, the other as bearer of 
those repressions that make its continued flourishing possible. 
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MATTI KAMPPINEN 

From Cultural Domains to Cognitive Models 

Inference and Explanation in Cognitive 
Anthropology 

I will examine the patterns of inference and explanation utilized in 
cognitive anthropology of religion. My aim is twofold: first, to expli-
cate their complementary roles in anthropological inquiry, and sec-
ond, to discuss whether religious data, or people's perception of fun-
damental questions, pose any specific questions that should be taken 
into account. 

The story will go as follows. First I will remind the reader of the 
cycle of interpretation, also called the Sherlock Holmes Method, 
where the researcher purports to guess the underlying structures on 
the basis of perceived or otherwise measured data. Then I will pro-
ceed to three examples from the field. These examples will highlight 
the kinds of religious models that have been prominent in my own 
fieldwork, carried out in the Peruvian Amazon and Western Fin-
land. With the help of examples, I will discuss, not only the problem 
of inference and explanation, but also the nature of religiosity and 
fundamental questions, and will propose the notion of quasi-
religious attitudes in order to deal with diverse phenomena. After 
the examples I will bring up some questions inherent in the search 
for models, namely the multitude of possible models and pertinent 
doubts about under-determination. It may well be that until now, 
the reader has not been worrying about the problem of under-
determination, but I hope, from now on, she will. Finally, I will set 
for the search for religious models: what they are, where they re-
side, on what features they should be grounded. 
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1. The cycle of interpretation, or Sherlock Holmes at 
work 

In the field of research of cognitive anthropology, there are three 
types of structured phenomena whose composition and dynamics are 
studied: (i) the cognitive systems themselves (human beings and 
groups), (ii) the cognitive or cultural models which provide the sys-
tems with representations and networks of meaning, and (iii) the 
cultural domains, or the cognized worlds, which are generated by 
the workings of cognitive systems and their models. The last realm 
is the collage of constructed realities. Both cognitive systems and 
cognitive models belong to the "cognizing" reality, whereas the cul-
tural domains inhabit the "cognized" or constructed reality. 

The course of cognitive inquiry consists of three steps: first, the 
cultural domain of a selected theme is mapped and described, and 
second, the existence and nature of cognitive models operating be-
hind the domain is inferred. The third step is to utilize the inferred 
structures for the purpose of explaining the features of the cultural 
domain. 

This three-step constellation is also known as the Sherlock Holmes 
Method, where the properties of the data are made intelligible on 
the basis of structures which are inferred from the very same data. 
Sherlock Holmes was famous for his ability to infer the existence of 
entities which actually did exist. For example, the forced smile of 
the butler, his nightly departure from the house, and the tracks of 
mud on the porch all point to the possibility that the butler was 
there at the time of murder. The assumption that the butler really is 
the 'villain, makes all these happenings intelligible, and enables Mr 
Holmes to weave a coherent story of what took place. We the cogni-
tive anthropologists are on the same mission: making sense of per-
ceived happenings in terms of hidden structures, or models. 

An important distinction which should be made is the one between 
reference and evidence. Sherlock Holmes was extremely capable in 
constructing the reference in terms of the evidence. Theories of re-
ligious thinking and behaviour refer to the unobservable cognitive 
models, whereas the theories are supported by the evidence ex-
tracted from the cultural domain, or data. 

The connection between the models and the domain is usually 
called operationalization, but I agree with Mario Bunge (1983) that 
the term indicator hypothesis is much more informative: the as-
sumption to the effect that a cultural phenomena of type X indicates 
a model of type Y is a hypothesis. Figure 1 shows the mutual rela-
tions between these concepts. 
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THEORY OR HYPOTHESIS 

Reference 	 Evidence 

UNOBSERVABLE ITEM 

 

DATA 

 

Indicator hypothesis 

2. Three examples from the field: inferring the models 
of fundamental questions 

2.1. Healing in the Amazon 

Among the mestizo peasants of the Peruvian Amazon, there are sev-
eral illnesses which are treated by means of blowing tobacco smoke. 
One such illness is susto, or fright, where the patient is assumed to 
have lost his or her soul in encountering an evil spirit or other 
negative influence. In the treatment process the patient is cleansed 
with tobacco smoke. The smoke enters her spiritual tubes and ex-
pels the evil influences which have entered her body. Sometimes the 
influences are in very concrete forms: illness projectiles like spines, 
magical darts or small animals. As a rule, witchcraft-related ill-
nesses, or cases of brujería, involve projectiles. Their treatment 
consists in removing the projectiles from the body, and then shelter-
ing and fortifying the body against invaders (for a detailed descrip-
tion and analysis, see Kamppinen 1989.) 

In cases of fright and witchcraft, the patient is treated in accor-
dance with the container model—that is, the participants construe 
the patient in terms of boundaries, inside and outside. The cleaning 
of the body tubes by means of the tobacco smoke, as well as the ma-
nipulation of evil influences all indicate the workings of the con-
tainer model. Once accepted, the model makes the treatment, the 
beliefs, the sayings, and other cultural data intelligible. 

The container model is inferred from the data, and the model and 
the data are connected by the means of an indicator hypothesis, 
which assumes that the encountered pieces of thinking and doing 

9 
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are sustained by the container model. The explanation (or cognitive 
systematization) of encountered phenomena relies on the container 
model, or to be exact, on the hypothesis concerning the container 
model. 

Ethnomedical beliefs are usually considered religious for the rea-
son that they deal with fundamental questions, and in addition that 
they are accompanied with superhuman agents, for example spirits 
and mythical beings. The next example will take us to different 
kinds of fundamental questions, to a discourse which is not tradi-
tionally seen as backed by religious models. 

2.2. Models of trust and superhuman actors in Western Finland 

The second example comes from Western Finland, where we studied 
the environmental attitudes of people affected by the siting process 
of the coal power plant (Raivola and Kamppinen 1994). I will argue 
that environmental attitudes qualify as quasi-religious attitudes. 
Their objects are superhuman actors, and they are conceptualized in 
like manner as traditional deities. The parallels between the con-
temporary era of late modernity and pre-modern times are sought 
and exposed, and the specific models of superhuman actors are dis-
cussed. 

2.2.1. The archaic nature of late modernity 

In several key sociology texts, contemporary times—notorious late 
modernity—have been compared to the pre-modern or archaic era. 
Anthropologists of religion have known all the time that the basic 
characteristics of man do not change rapidly, and that there are 
many shared features which span over ages. But there is more to 
this comparison. One explicit claim, made especially by Ulrich Beck 
(1992), is that the era of late modernity hosts risks and risk agents 
which behave like the superhuman actors of the pre-modern era. 
More precisely, apparent secularization is only apparent; it culti-
vates new (quasi)religiosity, which is directed towards the invisible 
superhuman agents of our times. Beck's claim can be given more 
content by means of a game-theoretical illustration (Brams 1983). 
Superhuman actors like deities, fairies, gods etc. are players similar 
to industrial or governmental agents: both are superhuman in the 
literal sense that they have intellectual, physical, emotional, causal 
and other resources which exceed the powers of average human be-
ings. Most of us are familiar with the superhuman qualities of gov-
ernmental agencies at least—how they remember your age, health, 
and unpaid taxes. 
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In addition to governmental actors, there are other curious things 
running wild in late modernity: the risks, especially those pertain-
ing to chemicalization and radioactivity. What is characteristic of 
contemporary risks is that they are (1) theory-dependent, (2) invisi-
ble to unaided perception, (3) potentially lethal and potentially 
blessing. The first two characteristics are linked together. Since we 
cannot see, smell, taste or hear most risk agents of our times, we 
have to rely on the theoretical interpretations which inform us 
about the whereabouts of these risks. Theories provide us with sorts 
of causal maps, which indicate the causes and consequences of risk 
agents: where they reside, how they are brought into being, how 
they affect us, and what we can do in order to avoid them. Theory-
dependence brings about dependence on experts, those who know 
how to deal with risks. The contemporary risks parallel with the evil 
effects or influences of pre-modern times. Both are controlled by 
"those who know", and average members of the respective societies 
have to have blind faith in the experts. Take, for example, the 
greenhouse effect: its presence, dynamics, and future effects are all 
provided to us through expert knowledge. Even those of us who 
choose to protest against the causes of greenhouse effect, are bound 
to accept the expert representation of the world. The risk conscious-
ness is highly theoretical. 

The third characteristic, namely, that risks involve enormous po-
tential for harm and blessing, is most prominent in food additives. 
Their blessings are many: we can get edible items from the other 
side of the globe, and trust that vacuum-packed ham stays non-
poisonous for days. On the other hand, we do not quite know what 
we are receiving as by-products, and very few people know what the 
long term effects are. The situation is similar to evil influences—as 
they behave, for example, in the mestizo culture of the Peruvian 
Amazon (Kamppinen 1989). The powers can be used both for good 
and evil purposes. 

Thus the argument for the archaic nature of late modernity seems 
quite plausible. Beck is not the only one who has argued for the 
parallel in question. Mary Douglas, as well as Durkheim and 
Mauss, in their time, have argued for the similarity of risk classifi-
cations in different cultures (see also Kamppinen 1997). 

In the next section I will look at a particular case which illustrates 
the nature of superhuman actors of late modernity. 

2.2.2. The case of Meri-Pori coal power plant 

We studied the cultural effects of the siting process of the Meri-Pori 
coalpower plant in Reposaari, Western Finland (Raivola and 
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Kamppinen 1994). Our aim was to describe and contextualize the 
attitudes towards the plant. Our central hypothesis was the stan-
dard Douglasian idea: the perceived risks of the coalpower plant 
vary according to the different frames into which they are adjusted. 
The material was collected by means of interviews and systematic 
ethnographic participation. 

The acceptability (or the risk) of the coal power plant was relativ-
ized to different dimensions: 

O What is the distribution of costs and benefits? 
• What is the location of oneself in the distributive map? 
• How justified is the distribution? 

.

 Are the effects under control, and if they are, who is in charge? 
® How far in the future do the harmful effects reach? 
• Is the direction of change to the better or worse? 

These dimensions are known from studies conducted by Slovic et al. 
(see Slovic 1987). Another, kind of higher-level theme which figured 
in interviews was the notion of trust, namely: 

• Who are the players in this game? 
® What are their intentions? 

. Can they be trusted? 
• How powerful are they? 

With respect to trust, our informants fell nicely into two ideal-type 
classes: the technology optimists and the technology pessimists. 
Those of our informants who trusted the technological and political 
elite, perceived the risks of the plant as acceptable. These optimists 
thought they were in good hands, and that Finnish engineering will 
solve the possible future problems. They did not see any unsolvable 
or lethal problems arising in the future. Hence, they constructed 
superhuman actors who were benevolent, powerful, and trustwor-
thy. The pessimists saw grave problems in the future, felt that they 
were not taken into account in the decision making process, and 
constructed the superhuman players as malevolent, powerful and 
untrustworthy. The following citation from a female informant illus-
trates the construction. She comments on a public hearing which 
was held in the Reposaari community: 

"These coal power company people, they are such that you can-
not get a direct answer from them. And in this meeting, they 
talked for three hours. Since we were allowed to stay there for 
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four hours only, it was quite a short time. They talked and 
talked and showed flow charts. They were all well educated, and 
you know we here in Reposaari have gone only to elementary 
school. So it is impossible for us to understand them... It is so 
easy, you just put a flow chart there and show how everything 
goes just fine, but we don't understand it, unless someone ex-
plains it afterwards... If you make a really good flow chart, you 
silence the common people." 

On the other hand, the industry was perceived more trustworthy 
than the governmental institutions. The political decision making 
was considered inconsistent, whereas the industry was seen as con-
sistent, even though acting solely for its own good. It is easier to 
cope with a superhuman actor which is consistent (for example, 
consistently evil and greedy), than with an actor which changes its 
basic characteristics every other day. 

We analyzed the construction of trust into two components, fair-
ness and control, and we were able to systematize the construction 
of trust into four ideal types. Below, they are combined with charac-
teristic statements of the informants: 

1) Positive perception of fairness and positive perception of con-
trol: "Finnish engineering works well, and it is for everybody's 
benefit that the plant functions." 
2) Positive perception of fairness and negative perception of con-
trol: "You cannot make it so good that there is no risk; it was a 
good try but the task was too hard." 
3) Negative perception of fairness and positive perception of con-
trol: "They did not want to make it as good as possible; it was 
only question of money." 
4) Negative perception of fairness and negative perception of con-
trol: "The figures are fake, and the decision making tries to cover 
previous mistakes." 

Our study suggested that trust and its concomitant ontological and 
epistemological commitments can be used for systematizing the in-
terview material. The different superhuman actors like experts, in-
dustry, and governmental entities received their distinctive roles 
when contextualized in the world of informants, where hopes, fears 
and other attitudes shape the cognitive landscape. 

Next I will take a closer look on the cognitive tools used by our in-
formants in the conceptualization of superhuman actors. The 
prominent tools were 
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• ontologization 
• personification 

Ontologization refers to the cognitive process where the object of 
mental state is given existential status. Superhuman actors, even 
though not experienced in visual, auditive, or tactile modalities, are 
conceived as being there. They are real (Finns believe in the exis-
tence of governmental entities more firmly than in the existence 
God), they have spatial and temporal properties, and they are 
causally effective. Ontologization transforms the object into a more 
concrete form, by giving, for example, spatial properties to "experts" 
who are nowhere in particular. The traditionally strong central gov-
ernment of Finland is also treated as being in particular places, es-
pecially in Helsinki, where its main representatives are. Ontologi-
zation turns abstract entities into more middle-sized physical ob-
j ects . 

Personification assigns personal, human qualities to non-human 
entities. Government is considered unfair, industrial bodies greedy, 
and so on. Personification can be seen as a kind of ontologization, 
where the concretizing properties are human-like ones. 

2.2.3. Environmental issues as fundamental questions 

Do environmental attitudes, or attitudes towards technology, qualify 
as religious attitudes? They certainly deal with fundamental ques-
tions, that is, with issues which are of utmost importance for the 
people in question. The livelihood, the surroundings of everyday life, 
is the aspect of reality with which people are most intensively deal-
ing. In addition to being of fundamental nature, environmental is-
sues involve superhuman actors, which must be taken into account, 
diagnosed, prognosed, and manipulated. If the term "religious" 
should be saved for more traditional uses, I think here we have ex-
tremely interesting and systematically behaving quasi-religious atti-
tudes. 

2.3. The container model of green markets 

This final example deals with the models of new markets created by 
environmental legislation and consumer awareness. We studied 
small and medium sized Finnish firms to find out how they perceive 
the emergence and the nature of the new green market (Peltomäki 
and Kamppinen 1995). The methods of data collection were inter-
view and survey. Our principal finding was that those firms which 
were co-operating with other firms saw the new market as more 
promising. A question which arose due to this finding was how the 
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green market was conceptualized. Here it was natural to apply the 
container model in the process of interpretation. The green market 
appeared to be an entity whose crucial properties were its bounda-
ries, inside and outside. The market was constantly conceptualized 
in terms of its boundaries: how to enter, with whom, and when; 
what was it like to be there, and when to retract from the market. 

Here we have another good example of quasireligious attitudes, if 
you will. The entrepreneurs we interviewed were people who 
worked for 12 or 16 hours per day. The fundamental question for 
them was the question of finding the market, entering the market, 
and staying there. 

3. Under-determination 

Are there other possible models which could generate the domains of 
phenomena described above? Unfortunately, there are. What is un-
fortunate about the situation, is that the models or interpretations 
are always under-determined by the data. Data provides evidence 
for alternative models as well. And there is no way to put our fa-
vourite models to crucial tests. For one, the healing scene I de-
scribed in the first example could have been produced by the force 
model, the balance model, the model of sacred things, or by the 
propositional ethnotheory of illness and health. The ontological 
model of superhuman actors could be substituted by a similar set of 
models. The green market data is readily understood in terms of 
human action plans, strategies, and resources. 

Thus under-determination is real, and there is no escape from it. 
The problem is well-known also in other fields of research. What is 
characteristic of humanities and social sciences, is that—in the ab-
sence of crucial tests—the determination of models is constrained by 
intuition, rationality, aesthetic considerations, and over-all argu-
mentative structure employed in the study. Different kinds of mod-
els are so abstract that they do not exclude one another, and there-
fore many researchers have their favourite models which are then 
put to work. As the reader can conclude from the above examples, 
my favourite models are container and entity models. 

4. Search for religious models of fundamental questions 

What are the characteristics of religious models, if any? I propose 
that religious models are second-order models—they presuppose the 
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models (and the constructed worlds) of time, space, causality and 
boundaries. Religious models of gods, for example, ascribe temporal, 
spatial and causal properties to these things, yet they combine the 
properties in such ways that gods (entities with such combinations 
of properties) are found in religious traditions only. Quasi-religious 
models of superhuman actors, on the other hand, make ontological 
commitments in ascribing various spatial and temporal properties to 
these things. 

Since religious models can be conceptualized in several alternative 
ways, and since there is no way to submit them to crucial tests, how 
to choose between different models? The model of superhuman en-
tity, for example, can be construed in terms of containers and 
boundaries, or in terms of causal forces, or in terms of social and 
moral qualities. 

In cognitive studies and in cultural anthropology in general, there 
have been two traditions of placing the different models in top ten 
lists. One tradition looks for the origins of models, and the other 
tries to find their actual dwelling places. The Durkheimian tradition 
has argued that since all cognition is socially conditioned, this "great 
conditioner"—society—must be the Ultimate Reality which affects 
all other models, especially the models of fundamental questions. 
Body-thinkers like Mary Douglas, Mark Johnson, Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty see the bodily experience as the Ultimate Experience, which 
shapes all other experiences. This line of thought, which emphasizes 
the origin models, proceeds to offer the following working rule: relig-
ious models will bear traces of their origins, so in studying religious 
models or in constructing and explaining them, look for their soci-
ety-like or body-like features. The second tradition, the one which 
tries to find the actual dwelling place of these models, is more alive 
today: cognitive neuropsychology aims at pinpointing the mecha-
nisms affecting the models. 

To put it briefly, religious models (or models of fundamental ques-
tions) have been grounded upon 

. society (E. Durkheim) 

• 	

bodily experience (M. Johnson, M. Merleau-Ponty, M. Douglas) 

• 	

neural structures 
• characteristics of human information processing (P. Boyer) 
• evolutionary sense (S. Atran, E. O. Wilson, D. C. Dennett) 
• human/environment interaction (G. Lakoff, R. D'Andrade) 
e logic (E. Hutchins) 
. computability 
• explanatory cash value (all of us!) 
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A fruitful source for the construction and evaluation of religious 
models is the common sense ontology of "Aristotelian" categories. By 
this I refer to the ontology lying behind the everyday experience, to 
the assumptions which form the building blocks of the Hortonian 
"primary theory." This common sense ontology is a theory which 
deals primarily with middle-sized physical objects, persons, space 
and time. Its central concepts are those of entity, property, bound-
ary, inside, outside, process, change, action and object. 
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E. THOMAS LAWSON 

Keeping Religion in Mind 

Cognition is the set of processes by which we come to know the 
world. Cognitive science is the set of disciplines which investigate 
these processes and propose explanatory theories about them. What 
cognitive science is discovering is that the relationships of these 
processes to each other are quite complex and the route to their 
products intricate. The resulting picture of cognition that emerges 
from the study of cognitive processes belies any simplistic views of 
the mind either as a blank slate needing only external input to es-
tablish knowledge, or as a general, all-purpose learning mechanism 
that acquires knowledge in simple, lockstep stages. Instead cogni-
tion is thought to involve various predispositions or biases to acquire 
knowledge in complex ways, and to involve intricate relationships 
between cultural input and the mechanisms which process it. 

For some students of religion it is becoming increasingly clear that 
cognitive science promises to contribute to an explanatory under-
standing of aspects of religious ideas and the practices such ideas 
inform. In fact some cognitive scientists seem to have discovered in 
the course of their inquiries into the set of processes by which we 
come to know the world that religion is worth keeping in mind 
(Boyer 1994; Barrett and Keil 1996; Lawson and McCauley 1990; 
Lawson and McCauley 1993; Guthrie 1993; Malley 1996; White-
house 1992; Whitehouse 1995). 

The phrase, "keeping religion in mind", is obviously ambiguous. It 
can be taken to mean: "Do not forget to study religion as you study 
the mind." This sense of the phrase is addressed to the inquirer, the 
one doing the study, and involves the recommendation that the sci-
entist not forget to include religion in the course of her investiga-
tion. The phrase can also be taken to mean: "Do not forget to keep 
religion in the mind rather than in the world." The implication here 
is that too much attention is being paid to the socio-cultural aspects 
of religion at the expense of a serious consideration of its cognitive 
aspects. This mood is particularly evident in the headlong, postmod-
ernist drive to see everything as socio-cultural with the mind con-
sidered little more than a kind of yo-yo toy acting only in response to 
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socio-cultural forces. The admonishment contained in the recom-
mendation to keep religion in mind reminds us that there is a sci-
ence of mind, that religious people have minds, use them, and that 
such minds are worth studying in a systematic and empirical man-
ner. The phrase could also mean that the study of religion should 
continue to focus on the mind rather than being relegated to the 
emotions. I intend all three of these interpretations: As you study 
the mind, do not forget to study religion. Do not be so overwhelmed 
by socio-cultural factors that you forget about the key role that the 
mind plays in the formation of religious ideas and the practices they 
inform. And when you study the formation of religious ideas do not 
become too easily sidetracked into considering only emotive proc-
esses. 

Now, just because I recommend keeping religion in mind does not 
mean that the study of religion should stop there, nor that religion 
is nothing more than mental machinations. I have little doubt that 
throughout human history, and across human cultures that the 
term "religion" has a referent i.e. that there are sets of socio-cultural 
practices, types of socio-cultural institutions, and forms of socio-
cultural behavior, that can be called religion and about which there 
is a great deal to be said, some of it of great interest to scholars in-
terested in developing an explanatory understanding of religion. 
The danger lies in conceiving of culture as a completely integrated 
system. As every scholar of religion knows, the moment you start 
trying to individuate such a wide range of ideas, values, practices, 
institutions etc., you run into trouble because it is very difficult to 
know where one set of phenomena ends and another begins. When 
we talk about "religion" we are actually talking about many types of 
systems rather than just one, systems which have different proper-
ties and are transmitted in different ways. In the light of such com-
plexity it does us well to remember that the reification of religion is 
an ever present danger. It is also worth noting that linguists began 
to make theoretical progress when they recognized that the same 
was true of languages. From a linguistic point of view it is difficult if 
not impossible to individuate a language. In fact at a certain mo-
ment in the theoretical development of linguistics it became point-
less to do so. Linguists recognized that the proper subject matter of 
their disciple was grammar rather than "language". Or more pre-
cisely grammar became their theoretical object. In order to clarify 
this distinction, some linguists have argued for a distinction be-
tween external and internal language. External language is a socio-
cultural entity without clear boundaries. Internal language is a very 
complicated set of internal mechanisms that process linguistic in- 
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formation. And developmental psychologists have learned that the 
acquisition of knowledge is a complex process in which different 
concepts are acquired at different phases of cognitive development. 

Most scholars of religion are aware of the problem of the difficulty 
of individuating religion as well as the danger of reifying it. As a 
consequence they have employed various strategies in order to over-
come the problems and the dangers. Some scholars of religion have 
been driven to search for the core ideas that define religion in spe-
cific historical contexts. Their motto seems to be: If you cannot find 
the whole, then at least look for the center. Others have asserted 
that religions contain no common features at all. For them, every 
religion is completely different from every other religion. In fact this 
approach has led some scholars not to the study religion at all but to 
the study of uniqueness instead, which is quite a unique approach! 
Others regard almost anything as a religion. The motto here seems 
to be if it moves it's religion, if it doesn't move it's religion. There are 
many obvious advantages to such an approach. You cannot miss 
your target. Like the perfect hunter, you hit everything that you are 
aiming at because you never know how the targets differ from each 
other. 

Seductive as these various approaches are, I shall follow none of 
them for the simple reason that they all confuse the level of analysis. 
Things can differ with each other at one level and at other levels be 
remarkably similar. The basis for comparative work lies in the abil-
ity to distinguish levels of analysis. For example, languages differ 
from each other in remarkable ways. Nevertheless they all can be 
analyzed, for example, in terms of the relationships among the sub-
ject, verb and object forms. 

It is my view that if we pay attention to what cognitive science is 
discovering about the mind there is the chance that we will discover 
how what is in the mind has an effect on what is in the world. How-
ever, I would like to keep religion in mind long enough to ensure 
that we acquire enough knowledge about the cognitive aspects of 
religion in order to examine their effects on the world, specifically 
the world of religious practice. 

How then shall we proceed? What do we take as our object of 
study? It is worth rehearsing briefly some of the alternatives. Intel-
lectualists have taken as their object of study the human interest in 
explaining things. Hence, myths have been of particular concern to 
them. They have argued that religious ideas about origins and 
structures are our earliest, if outmoded, and certainly idiomatically 
different, explanations. Such views have not been confined to schol-
ars of religion but have also found a prominent place in the history 
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and philosophy of science as well as anthropology. For example, the 
anthropologist Robin Horton (Horton and Finnegan 1973) has 
proposed that the underlying structure of physics is strongly analogous, 

if not homologous, to the structure of religious mythology. Both 
count as putative explanations of the world by appealing to hidden 
variables. 

Symbolists have taken as their object of study the human ten-
dency to symbolize what is most important to them in their society. 
So religious ideas are supposed to reflect, if not mirror, social form. 
Ideologists have taken as their object of study human power rela-
tionships and attempted to show how religious ideas and practices 
either reinforce or subvert such relationships. Emotivists have 
taken as their object of study human feeling and attempted to iden-
tify religious experience as either a heightened form of feeling, or a 
radically new form of feeling. And structuralists have taken as their 
object of study specific types of conceptual relationships, especially 
those involving patterns of similarity, homology, and opposition and 

then have attempted to show that religious narratives and ceremo- 
nial practices exemplify 	these properties. 
From my point of view all of these theories have made a contribu-

tion to an explanatory understanding of religion. I think that we can 
learn from all of them. They teach us that in religion, explanation, 
symbolism, power relationships, the affective life, and analogy all 
play a significant role in social interaction and personal curiosity. 
Inquiry, however, does not stop with such ideas although it is en-
lightened by them. 

Cognitivist theorists of religious ideas and practices take as their 
object of study religious representations. Of particular interest is the 
problem of how religious representations are related to other types 

of representations. Part of the reason for bringing the mind more 
clearly into the picture is not that the above-mentioned theories 
have ignored the mind altogether. Rather, the theory of the mind 
that intellectualists, symbolists, emotivists, ideologists and struc-
turalists either employ or presuppose is just too simple. Even those 
theories which do not start with the mind as a blank slate still pre-
sume that the processes by which we come to know the world are 
quite uncomplicated. This is true even for those scholars who talk 
about the social construction of reality. Seldom do you see much dis-
cussion of what kinds of minds are doing in the process of social con-
struction. The view seems to be that all we need do is identify the 
socio-cultural forces that are at work. Acquisition of knowledge is 
finally a matter of instruction or socialization: Teach a child to 
speak, as the child learns to speak, teach her about the world. 



KEEPING RELIGION IN MIND 	 143 

Sooner or later she will know more than she knew at the beginning 
of the process. So, knowledge involves primarily socio-cultural vari-
ables. Minds have to be simple enough to be able to learn and just 
complex enough to learn different things. Surely more needs to be 
said than this. 

Cognitive science claims to know what that more involves. For ex-
ample, a four-month-old infant, not yet being able to speak except 
babble in a rather charming sort of way, can already, without being 
instructed in the rules of arithmetic and the physical ways of the 
world, make numerical and physical judgments. In plain language, 
cognitive and developmental psychologists have good reasons 
(experimental evidence) for thinking that infants can do simple 
arithmetic and naive physics before they can talk. What has en-
couraged cognitive scientists to come to such a preposterous conclu-
sion? Psychologists studying cognitive development have come to 
these conclusions by designing clever experiments which employ 
two techniques, dishabituation and preferential looking. 

Dishabituation: When an infant is presented with an object to look 
at she will at first pay attention to it but will eventually look away. 
When the object is taken away and then shown to her again she will 
look at it again but for less time, and so on until she will finally al-
most completely ignore it. The infant has become habituated to the 
particular object in question. Now show the infant a new object, 
very similar to the first, but with some significant difference, and 
she will look at it for a longer time again The infant has become 
dishabituated from the first object and her attention captured by 
the new object. The psychologist, therefore, can measure the inter-
est of the infant by noting the amount of time that the infant spends 
looking at an object. The amount of time spent looking at an object 
gives psychologists an important means of measuring the infant's 
response to various stimuli. In other words we have a way of meas-
uring a four month old's ability to note differences among succes-
sively presented objects by gauging the amount of time the infant 
spends looking at such objects. 

Preferential looking. Infants will not only look longer at new ob-
jects than at objects they have become habituated to, they will also 
demonstrate a preference for looking at certain kinds of objects in 
which physical and numerical principles are apparently violated. 
Psychologists have no qualms about attributing to infants the notion 
of surprise by measuring their reactions to the violation of physical 
and numerical principles because infants will prefer to look at 
events which do so. Such events go contrary to their expectations 
and, therefore, rivet their attention. 
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We shall take the putative ability to perform certain arithmetical 
operations as a case in point. Karen Wynn (1992) has performed the 
following experiment. Infants, five months old, are first shown a 
hand placing a doll on a stage. Then a screen rises up in the front of 
the stage and hides the doll. The hand appears from the wings car-
rying a second doll, places the second doll behind the screen, and 
leaves it empty so that the infant can see that the doll is no longer 
in the hand. The screen is then dropped and the dolls on the stage 
exposed. In one experiment when the screen is dropped there are 
two dolls on the stage. In another experiment there is only one doll! 
Wynn discovered that infants preferred to look longer when there 
was only one doll present than when there should have been two. 
Her hypothesis is that the infant knows that an arithmetical prin-
ciple has been violated: 1+1=2, and not 1. Wynn has performed 
similar experiments by changing the number of dolls. If the experi-
menter, starting with one doll already on the stage, puts two addi-
tional dolls down, but when the curtain is raised there are only two 
dolls on the stage, the infant will look longer than if there were 
three. 1+2=3 is not surprising. 1+2=2 is, both to the infant and to us! 
Need I remind you that even adults are intrigued by magicians. If I 
were to start rising to the ceiling right now I am sure that this event 
would capture your interest. 

Other experiments have tested infants for their knowledge of the 
principles of physical continuity of motion. Infants seem to expect 
that solid objects move in continuous paths and are surprised when 
they don't. They also seem to have a principle of solidity. They do 
not expect one solid object to pass through another. And they also 
seem to possess a principle of cohesiveness. 

Infants also seem to know the difference between mechanical, 
teleological and cognitive agency (Leslie 1994). Infants will look 
longer at a ball hitting another ball causing the second ball to roll 
than at either a stationary ball or a rolling ball. And they will look 
longer at a ball that starts to roll on its own than at a ball that rolls 
because it came into contact with another ball. On the basis of such 
experiments psychologists conclude that infants within the first few 
months of life know the difference between something that can ini-
tiate action willingly and something that can act only when some-
thing else causes it to act. 

But why mention such experiments which, while interesting, seem 
to be a long way from the study of religion? I mention them because 
I think that the concept of agency is crucial for an explanatory un-
derstanding of religion. In religion after religion agents with special 
qualities create the world and destroy it, transcend the world and 
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are immanent in it. In fact in religious worlds the number of agents 
acting on the stage are sometimes mind-boggling in their complex-
ity, number and qualities. 

Some scholars have argued convincingly that what distinguishes 
religious ideas from others is their counter-intuitiveness. They vio-
late our common expectations of what the world is like. This is a 
good place to start but it is not enough. While many of the proper-
ties of religious agents are counter-intuitive the idea of agency is not 
itself counter-intuitive (except, perhaps, to some philosophers who 
imagine the world devoid of agency). The idea of agency is funda-
mental to the traffic that humans have with the world. It should not 
be surprising therefore that the concept of agency would play a par-
ticularly prominent role in religious systems. Perhaps it is only the 
theologians in various religious traditions who attempt to get be-
yond the notion of agency to some more esoteric and specialized con-
cept. But that is a very small group of thinkers who by no means are 
representative of the thinking of religious participants in general. 
Please note, in any case, that the question is not whether there 
really are agents in the world, or even whether there are superhu-
man agents. The question is rather whether all humans have cer-
tain basic expectations about the world and whether such expecta-
tions include the notion of agency. 

It is my view that the concept of agency is particularly important 
in cognitive studies hence my interest in the early appearance of the 
concept of agency in infants. My argument is really quite straight-
forward. If the concept of agency occurs as early in cognitive devel-
opment as experimental psychology asserts that it is, then it should 
not surprise us that it will not only be employed in human traffic 
with the world but adumbrated in special contexts such as ritual 
action. While we should be surprised that the concept of agency oc-
curs early in cognitive development (and science is supposed to sur-
prise us and, therefore, grab our attention) we should be surprised 
at the inferences that such a discovery makes possible. We should 
not be surprised, for example, that religious ideas involving agents 
with special qualities were to follow naturally from our ordinary 
ideas of agents. 

How then are agents represented? Agents initiate action. They get 
things done by doing things to other agents and to other objects. 
Given the notion of an agent that can do things to other agents and 
objects, it requires very little additional cognitive processing to pos-
tulate agents with special qualities. As I have already said, the 
world of religious ideas throughout history and across cultures is 
populated with agents with a host of special qualities. Religiously 

10 
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conceived agents can be invisible, immortal, know things that no 
one else knows, move faster than the speed of light, transform 
things from one type of being into another, rise from the dead. In 
fact, as Boyer (1994) has argued, these special qualities are so at-
tention-grabbing, and therefore, so easily transmittable, that we 
tend to overlook those aspects of religious ideas that are quite ordi-
nary. Most of our inferences about them assume perfectly ordinary 
ontologies. 

Thus far we have only attempted to establish the presence and 
importance of the idea of agency. Now we turn to issues concerning 
practice. Agents play a particularly important role in religious rit-
ual, religious practice par excellence. In some religious traditions, 
for example, you cannot regard yourself as married or be treated by 
others as being married, unless an agent with special qualities has 
performed a ritual on you and your future spouse. And that agent, 
in turn, cannot perform the ritual of marriage unless another agent 
with special qualities has performed a ritual on him or her. The 
buck only stops with the gods initiating the first ritual, and these 
initial agents have very special qualities indeed. In fact we have ar-
gued elsewhere (Lawson and McCauley 1990) that in order to get a 
ritual tradition going it is necessary to have agents with special 
qualities, i.e. Superhuman agents. These agents are variously rep-
resented either as the initiators or as the patients of the particular 
action in question. Their very presence in the religious system 
makes a difference even when they are described as patients of the 
action. In rituals such as weddings, in some religions, the immediate 
agent initiating the action is a ritual official, but unless the imbed-
ded rituals contain a culturally postulated superhuman agent with 
special qualities who grounds the action, the action will be judged 
invalid. So it is necessary that a superhuman agent be implicated in 
the action somehow. It is equally important to find out where in the 
structural description of the ritual the agent is represented. For ex-
ample, in a sacrificial ritual the superhuman agent is the patient of 
the ritual act, the superhuman agent is the recipient and not the 
initiator of the sacrifice. 

The surprising point is that such rituals will require repetition. 
But where the superhuman agent is the ultimate initiator of the 
action you will find a ritual that does not require repetition. It is 
important to note that there is nothing on the surface that gives us 
any obvious clues about which rituals require repetition and which 
do not. And it is dangerous to generalize by examining the content 
of a religious system in order to discover whether it requires repeti-
tion or not. In one religious system, for example, baptism might be 
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an unrepeated ritual in another it may be repeated many times. We 
need to examine the formal relationships of the specific ritual in 
question in order to discover its repeatability. And what is most 
significant will be where in the structural description the superhu-
man agent is represented. Similar conclusions can be arrived at by 
paying attention to whether or not a ritual can be reversed, will 
permit substitution, is effective, well-formed or relatively central to 
the religious system. What is important here is that the kinds of 
judgments religious ritual participants will make about the form of 
their rituals shows that we are dealing with a system of judgments 
guided by certain principles. Knowing what these principles are 
permits us to make various predictions. For example, a religious 
system that abandons or loses its unrepeated rituals will either have 
to create new ones or fade away. We have contemporary evidence 
from ethnographic studies especially the work of Frederick Barth 
(1975, 1987) and Harvey Whitehouse (1992, 1995) that supports this 
prediction. 

A cognitive approach to the study of religious ritual demonstrates 
that when you examine religious ideas and the practices they inform 
you are looking at a religious system in operation. The relationships 
among such ideas are systematic and orderly. If they were not we 
would be looking at a random array of ideas and practices. In such a 
situation anything would go. But in religious systems anything does 
not go. The judgments that religious ritual participants make about 
their own systems are informed by underlying principles that are 
part of their implicit knowledge. Perhaps, most significantly, such 
implicit knowledge does not seem to be acquired by instruction. So 
rather than looking primarily at social and cultural facts in order to 
explain their acquisition we also need to start looking more closely 
at how the human mind works; we need to be developing a new psy-
chology of religion as a subdiscipline of cognitive science. 

It should now be apparent why I said earlier that it is important to 
acknowledge the discovery of cognitive science that the human mind 
is not a general, all purpose learning mechanism which only needs 
information via instruction to get the cognitive juices flowing. In 
fact it is becoming increasingly clear that cognition consists of a set 
of specialized processes with different kinds of products. These 
mechanisms do not come on line all at once. They require special 
information for their activation. In saying that I must insist that 
there is no need to think that religious ideas themselves are part of 
the early or even initial conditions of the human mind. All we need 
to acknowledge is that the ordinary cognitive resources that we 
bring into the world, or at least develop very early, are capable of 
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being employed for bringing about and apprehending religious ideas 
and the practices they inform. Seeing that most of us are born into a 
world in which such religious ideas already have currency, and such 
religious practices are a relatively frequent occurrence, it is no sur-
prise that the set of cognitive processes by which we come to know 
the world stand ready and willing to be employed in the service of 
conceiving agents with special qualities and the practices that such 
conceptions inform. What is surprising is the principles involved, 
and the hidden relationships revealed. It is worth keeping religion 
in mind in order to discover the principles and the relationships 
they disclose. 
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THOMAS LUCKMANN 

Remarks on the Description and Interpre-
tation of Dialogue' 

1. Ontological assumptions 

An elementary difficulty with the analysis of all processes of human 
interaction is their transformation into data susceptible of analysis. 
This difficulty may explain why in the human sciences data of a dif-
ferent kind were, and generally still are, preferred. As against the 
fleeting processes of interaction and communication, their quasi-
objective products appeared stable, permitting unhurried and verifi-
able description and analysis. The methodological preference of the 
human sciences for art and artefacts, actuarial statistics and regis-
ters, documents and other "material" objects was based on the as-
sumption that interactive processes were beyond exact description. A 
methodological bias which arose from the technical difficulty in pin-
ning down the processes of social interaction came to distort the theo-
retical view of human reality. A one-sidedly privileged status was 
accorded the epyov of humanity, at the expense of its evEincta — to 
use the terms by which Wilhelm von Humboldt characterized the two 
fundamental aspects of language (Humboldt 1836). 

However, the data based on the relatively stable products of social 
interaction and communication represented only the tip of the huge 
iceberg of social reality. Most of it remained submerged in the praxis 
of everyday life. It seemed that it would remain inaccessible to direct 
observation, close inspection and precise analysis. The ethnogra-
phers' field notes were assumed to recapture inadequately the 
ephemeral processes "in the field". In addition, they were open to -
often rather facile — charges of subjective, cultural, class or, latterly, 
gender bias. Therefore the search was on for something which would 
permit at least indirect observation of the main body of the iceberg; 

A slightly different version of this paper was read at the Human Science 
Research Conference, August 1997, Trondheim. 
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although indirect it was to use reliable methods of inspection. In 
some branches of modern social science a substitute for direct obser-
vation was thought to have been found in the simulacra of interac-
tion in the "laboratory" experiment. In others it was found in the 
quasi-objective elicitation of quasi-quantifiable "opinion". This situa-
tion prevailed in psychology and, with some notable exceptions, in 
sociology well beyond the first decades of this century. Even social 
anthropology seemed to have developed an uneasy conscience about 
continuing to use observation in the field, and to rely for the preser-
vation of observation on the selective prism of field notes. 

The ability to analyze in a reliable and precise fashion the ephem-
eral processes in which all the various material and immaterial 
products of social interaction are produced, depends on the relatively 
recent possibility of "freezing" these processes for later, repeated in-
spection. This was not possible until the development of technology 
first for auditory and then also for visual recording of such processes 
(Bergmann 1985: 299-320). To be sure, the analysis of the products 
of social interaction, from food, clothing and tools, factories, churches, 
jails and cemeteries to legal codes, birth registers, musical scores, 
literature etc. continues to be important in the study of human af-
fairs. However, more attention and effort should be finally given to 
the analysis of the "production process" in relation to the "product" 
and in relation to the "consumption" of the "product". Otherwise, 
(communicative) interaction can be understood neither as part of so-
cial reality nor as the source of much social reality. 

With the customary simplification of the recursive nature of the 
entire scientific enterprise, one may say that scientific analysis 
"begins" with the production of data, i.e. , by description of that which 
has been observed. After the ordering of data on increasing levels of 
generality, it "ends" by explanation, i.e.'  by connecting data in a nar-
rative which links antecedent conditions and consequences in terms 
of causes and functions. The fundamental presupposition is that 
there is something to be observed, described and explained that is 
there prior to observation, description and explanation. Science 
shares ontological realism with common sense. But common sense 
takes "reality" for granted without question; its realism is episte-
mologically naive. Such naiveté need not be — although it sometimes 
was and occasionally still is — the form taken by realism in science. 
It can be overcome. First, one must reflect upon the constitutive role 
of the descriptive and explanatory activities of the human mind in 
description and explanation. Second, one must turn a historically and 
sociologically trained eye upon the influence exerted by the traditions 
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(the "paradigms") of the community of investigators upon these ac-
tivities. 

In this regard there is no essential difference between the natural, 
and the socio-historical, human sciences. There is a difference, how-
ever, and an important one. The "something" that is there for the 
human sciences shows that it is there in a peculiar manner. If that 
"something" is to be adequately transformed into data and if it is to 
be explained in a way that does justice to the human nature of the 
data, this peculiarity must be taken into account from the very be-
ginning. 

As ordinary people we think we know something about human af-
fairs and we act on the basis of that knowledge. Whether our knowl-
edge is correct or incorrect according to some extrinsic criterion, it 
guides action and produces "real" results. However, knowledge is 
tested in experience and the relative correctness of at least of certain 
kinds, if not of all knowledge, is a consequence of praxis. From time 
to time it is brought to our notice that we do not know enough, not 
even for the practical purposes of everyday life. Even if we are not 
motivated by a general curiosity about the "whys" and "hows" of 
things beyond our immediate concerns, we need to know more for 
practical reasons and, in consequence, adopt a theoretical attitude. It 
is an attitude which eventually transcends common sense and, under 
certain historical socio-structural conditions, it leads to the formation 
of cosmological theories of diverse kinds. In a possibly contingent line 
of historical development it also leads to modern science. Nonethe-
less, under the umbrella of myth, theory and science, certain as-
sumptions underlying our practical activities in everyday life, which 
are de iure sacrificed to the superior insight of theory, are not aban-
doned de facto and continue to be taken for granted. 

We take for granted that people do (or fail to do) things because 
they want to do (or not to do) them. We take it for granted that hu-
man actions — unless they are actions of the possessed — are moti-
vated by something that precedes the action in the awareness of ac-
tors. We take it for granted that actions are directed to goals in the 
near or distant future. We assume that actions have intended conse-
quences. Evidently, that is why we act in the first place. If certain 
actions repeatedly fail to reach the goal for which we aimed, we tend 
to revise our knowledge about the chances of success. Furthermore, 
we find that actions, both seemingly trivial as well as important ones, 
have results — sometimes immediately, sometimes much later in our 
lives. We also note that not only our contemporaries but also our 
predecessors — particular individuals — and large numbers of 
anonymous ones, affect our lives, sometimes a long time after their 
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deaths. In other words, we find that human affairs are social affairs, 
that 'social affairs are historical affairs, and that historical affairs are 
marked by a combination of purposeful human action and a certain 
degree of contingency. 

This is the source of the peculiarity which marks the "something" 
that is there for the social sciences and which is there independently 
of the production of data and of their explanation. This peculiarity, 
the subjective and intersubjective meaningfulness of human affairs 
in general and of social interaction in particular, must not be sup-
pressed by the human sciences merely in order to avoid the methodo-
logical difficulties which arise from it. If it is suppressed, all that is 
specifically human in human life is suppressed with it. Forestalling 
that fatal consequence, another assumption must be added to the two 
assumptions which the human sciences share with the natural sci-
ences. It is the equally realistic assumption (articulated in modern 
discourse as early as in the "anthropological" writings of Marx) that 
whatever universal physical and biological conditions must be pre-
supposed, human affairs, including many of those that put on the 
appearance of immutable nature, are constituted in human activities, 
and that human activities are determined to a large extent by a sec-
ond nature, the intended and unintended consequences of long chains 
of antecedent actions. 

2. Methodological consequences 

In the terminology introduced by Alfred Schutz, what is "there" for 
the social sciences is the domain of first-order (common-sense) con-
structs. These are constituted as the typical meanings which differ-
ent kinds of interaction have for ordinary people. The domain of sec-
ond-order constructs consists of systematic "idealizations" of the first-
order constructs, i.e., of theoretically motivated, generalizing and 
formalizing transformations of first-order constructs (Schutz 1962; 
Schutz 1964; Schutz 1966). 

Both domains have several levels. First-order constructs are 
"ordinary language" constructs. They range from vernacular tax-
onomies, vocabularies of motives etc. to a rhetoric of action and eth-
notheories. Second-order constructs must try to reconstruct them all, 
paying attention to their cognitive structure, and formalizing them 
on different levels of generality. It should be kept in mind that the 
formulation of second-order constructs still belongs to the descriptive, 
data-producing level of scientific procedure. On the other hand, sec-
ond-order constructs are not simply reproductions of first-order con-
structs. First-order constructs consist of the typical meanings actions 
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have for actors. They originate in the practical interests of the actors 
and are socially objectivated in communicative processes which are 
structured by the relevance systems prevailing in everyday life. Sec-
ond-order constructs are selective, ideal-typical reconstructions of 
such typical meanings which motivate the course of different kinds of 
actions. They are selective inasmuch as they are guided by a theo-
retical relevance system, an interest in classification for comparative 
purposes meant to discover both general structures of historical so-
cial worlds and specific genealogies of such structures. They are 
ideal-typical inasmuch as they attempt to specify — within different 
interactional domains — the range within which meaning-
constellations are typical: from one "extreme", the "local" (both in 
terms of time, i.e., epoch and generation; and of space, i.e., cultural-
social region and milieu) to the other "extreme", the universally hu-
man. 

The selectivity and the ideal-typical formulation of second-order 
constructs have consequences for their methodological status. Al-
though they belong to the descriptive level of scientific procedure, 
they are not strictly analogous to "objective" measurements in the 
physical sciences. The reconstruction of the typical meanings that 
moves from the "local" to the universal is a step which differs signifi-
cantly from the corresponding data-producing step in the physical 
sciences. Second-order constructs are not the result of measurement 
but the result of interpretations. Strictly speaking, they are the re-
sult of interpretations of pre-interpretations. The theoretical interest 
in the discovery of "local" and universal typicalities in order to ac-
count for "local" and universal features of social interaction, social 
structure and "culture" guides the interpretive procedures. In conse-
quence, the descriptive, data-producing level of social science meth-
odology is intimately linked to its theoretical and explanatory level. 
The relation between theory and data is closer than the one postu-
lated in the traditional hypothetico-deductive model. Yet, no matter 
how "theoretical" second-order constructs may be, they are not ex-
planatory theory. 

The reconstructions are specified as "local" or "universal" (or some-
thing between the two; one could say: "regional") in terms of time, 
space and domain. The first specifications are of course those of the 
data themselves. Questions are questions and answers are answers. 
In a second, formalizing step, structural similarities are established, 
thus, staying with the example, the meaning-structure of "adjacency 
pairs" which characterizes not only questions and answers but also 
greeting and return of greeting etc.. Another, more complex example, 
also taken from communicative interaction, are communicative gen- 
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res. They are formalized reconstructions of the typical and, under 
certain conditions, obligatory intersubjective meaning models for cer-
tain kinds of communicative projects. Such models are not only to a 
greater or lesser extent implicit elements of first-order constructs but 
may be also articulated in common-sense models of some sophistica-
tion, in ethnotheories (Luckmann 1995). 

When starting with "local" first-order constructs, their cultural and 
historical specificity is evident. They are articulated in the variable 
ordinary languages of particular times and places. The formalizing 
steps that result in second-order constructs tentatively extend the 
range of applicability to other milieus, cultures and periods. In order 
to validate the extension, the second-order constructs are used as 
searching devices, as an heuristic, to see whether re-translation into 
the respective ordinary language is possible and whether they "fit" 
first-order constructs in the appropriate domain of interaction. 

3. Interpretation as reconstruction of the meanings of 
communicative interaction 

The realistic assumption that human action is meaningful and that 
the first step in the analysis of the meaning of action consists of the 
reconstruction of the typical meanings actions have for typical actors 
leads to a number of fairly complex issues in the methodology of the 
human sciences. They must not be evaded if — to put the matter in 
Weberian terms — the "subjective adequacy" of "objective" typologies 
of social reality is to be maintained (Weber 1968). 

In ordinary life, individuals proceed on the tacit premise that, as 
their own actions are typically meaningful to themselves, so are the 
actions of others typically meaningful to them. That is how they 
manage to anticipate the outcomes of their own projects more or less 
successfully and how they, again with varying degrees of success, 
anticipate the actions of other individuals. The validity of this prem-
ise — which accounts for the fact that social worlds are not entirely 
chaotic — is demonstrated time and again, both to the interested 
participant in the practical attitude of everyday life and to the disin-
terested observer in the theoretical attitude of social science. 

Although the general validity of this premise cannot be seriously 
doubted, several methodological problems arise with respect to its 
detailed workings. What are these problems and how is a reasonably 
precise reconstruction of the typical meanings of actions possible de-
spite them? 
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First, not all actions are socially objectivated in vernacular terms, 
at least not in a way that would directly correspond to the motiva-
tions and goals (in Schutzian terminology: the "because" and the "in-
order-to" motives). It cannot be assumed that there is complete iso-
morphy between the three different levels of reality: the socially ob-
jectivated semiotic system of ordinary languages, the individual stock 
of knowledge, and the meaning-structure of subjective experience. 

Usually, vernacular terms draw relatively sharp contours around 
the subjective meanings of actions in order to permit intersubjective 
communication about the meaning of actions. Societies have a fun-
damental need for (at the very least, rough semantic) agreement in 
order to coordinate work in the present, to plan joint action in the 
future and apportion responsibility for past conduct. However, it 
must not be assumed a priori that behaviour for which a specific 
term is lacking in a given semantic repertoire is "meaningless" to the 
actor. To be sure, in such a case (absence of specific terms in inter-
subjective communication on the level of first-order constructs) their 
second-order reconstruction is correspondingly more difficult. 

Second, the degree of precision in vernacular terms referring to the 
meaning of action varies. The meaning of some actions is objectivated 
in relatively vague terms and phrases. Whether the vagueness of the 
terms adequately represents a corresponding vagueness of the 
meaning which the action has for the actors is an open question. The 
latter may be even vaguer, or equally vague or it may be markedly 
more precise. The issue is not easily resolved in reconstruction, least 
of all by subsequent questioning. Consideration of "context" — more 
about that later — may help. All these problems are particularly 
acute in the reconstruction of the typical meanings of actions which 
are not directed to other individuals. Except for psychology, such ac-
tions are not in the centre of interest for the social sciences. The 
methodological problems arising from them are only marginally and 
indirectly relevant to the investigation of social interaction. 

Third, the typical meanings, to the participants, of social interac-
tions are almost regularly objectivated in vernacular terms and 
phrases, in intersubjectively intelligible vocabularies of goals and 
motives, in taxonomies of plans and courses of action in different do-
mains (e.g., work and leisure in everyday life: ordinary and extraor-
dinary reality), in a lexicon and a rhetoric of accounts, justifications, 
blamings, accusations etc. The "labels" attached by the participants 
in social interaction to what they and the others are doing may be 
considered as first-order constructs which normally represent the 
meanings to which they are jointly oriented — in their subjective 
perspectives, of course. 
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Fourth, in the case of communicative social interaction the prob-
lems discussed are still somewhat less acute, at least in one impor-
tant respect. The typical meanings of communicative interaction are 
foregrounded by the actors themselves. The communicative projects 
of the actors in dialogue are projects that, by definition, employ the 
socially objectivated resources of language and other semiotic sys-
tems. The "production" side is directly linked to the "reception" side 
and alternates with it. In other words, the communicative projects 
are intertwined in temporal sequence. They are embodied in 
"discrete" linguistic items (minimal meaning units such as words, 
tonal units, recipient signals etc.) as well as in sequences that are 
obligatory in various degrees (dialogical "adjacency pairs", "weaker" 
forms of pairing, etc.). In face-to-face communication they are also 
embodied in expressive structures and non-linguistic (gestural, mi-
metic etc.) semiotic systems. They are applied in routines of language 
use which range from idiomatic phrases to genres. 

Knowledge of linguistic and other semiotic systems, of expressive 
structures as well as genres may be tacit and sedimented in quasi-
automatically applicable communicative routines. It may be explicit, 
possibly even forming part of communicative ethnotheories, and ap-
plied in consciously formulated communicative projects. Such knowl-
edge is part of the social stock of knowledge held by a society, social 
class, in a milieu or group. In short, it is socially distributed, gener-
ally or restrictively, depending on the kind of society and the func-
tions of the particular subsystem of knowledge involved. Because an 
elementary competence in communication is a presupposition of 
membership, knowledge pertaining to it is generally transmitted in 
primary socialization. Special skills, e.g., knowledge of certain com-
municative genres, may become part of expert knowledge which is 
accessible only in special careers in secondary socialization. Fur-
thermore, knowledge of the social distribution of knowledge, includ-
ing knowledge of the social distribution of communicative knowledge, 
is itself part of the social stock of knowledge. It, too, is socially dis-
tributed, more or less evenly. 

4. "Units" of meaning and contexts 

One of the most intractable issues in the reconstruction of typical 
meanings associated with typical actions is due to the fact that 
meanings are not independent, isolated "units". They cannot be 
measured on any spatio-temporal scale nor can they be reconstructed 
as self-enclosed single "items". No doubt, typical meanings have con-
tours that set them off to a certain extent in the individual stream of 
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consciousness from whatever comes before and after them, e.g., as 
temporally and spatially bounded action projects. They are segre-
gated from other typical core meanings, e.g., alternative action proj-
ects, with different degrees of sharpness and, as they follow one an-
other in the flow of experience, the individual can grasp them, upon 
reflection, with different degrees of clarity. 

Again, for the purposes of reconstruction, matters are somewhat 
easier in the case of communicative interaction. The participants in 
dialogue as well as in indirect, mediated forms of communication, 
have a routine awareness — or even explicit knowledge — of ideal-
ized segregated forms as vehicles of meaning (of utterances, in lan-
guages that have words, of words, etc.). In principle, they can recog-
nize them as constituent units in the process of communication. This 
does not mean that the constituent units are grasped analogously to 
the looking up of separate entries in a dictionary. They are necessar-
ily "nested" within larger wholes which carry an overarching mean-
ing that joins the "units" syntagmatically and paradigmatically. 

Whatever may be the smallest unit of meaning that is discoverable 
in human experience — that is still another question — it is neces-
sarily embedded in several distinct "lines" of overarching meaning 
structure. The most important of these are drawn in individual-
biographical systems of relevance, in institutionally defined "careers" 
in differentiated regions of social life and interaction, and in religious 
hierarchies of meaning. In any concrete case of interaction — here we 
are especially interested in communicative interaction — the con-
stituent "units" of meaning are likely to be "nested" in more than one 
of these different overarching meaning structures at the same time. 
It is also likely, however, that depending on the situation, different 
superordinated meaning structures will not be equally relevant nor 
equally salient with regard to the "nesting" of constituent meaning 
"units". 

Reconstruction of first-order constructs is not a simple matter of 
identifying "units" of meaning (as if that were a simple matter!). It 
necessarily involves a reconstruction of the multiple embeddedness of 
meaning "units" in larger meaning structures. It may not be possible 
to specify which is the most relevant and salient in any particular, 
unique historical instance of interaction and dialogue. But the theo-
retical interest of the social sciences in comparison and generaliza-
tion motivates even at this descriptive, data-producing level of inves-
tigation the reconstruction of typical "units" of meaning in typical 
structures of embeddedness. As these are pre-defined both in insti-
tutional-cultural collective practice and in the person-centered social 
definitions of "careers" and life-courses. 
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Evidently, matters are not simple. There is no easy solution to the 
problems arising in the reconstruction of the meaning of social inter-
action and dialogue. For certain purposes one may perhaps simplify 
matters by crude methods, e.g., "content analysis". The difficulties 
are simply ignored by what Cicourel called methodological fiat 
(Cicourel 1964). The subjective adequacy of the quasi-objective data 
is thereby lost. Sequential analysis of dialogue, on the other hand, 
follows the intersubjective constitution of interactional and dialogical 
meaning step by step and thus preserves the subjective adequacy of 
the second-order constructs. Although it is laborious when large cor-
pora of "texts" and not merely prudently selected examples are in-
vestigated, sequential analysis confronts the difficulties (

vagueness/-precision; overarticulation/underarticulation; isolated units/"nesting" 
etc.) of sequential step- by -step reconstruction head-on and thereby 
remains true to the basic methodological principle of "subjective ade-
quacy": reconstructing, as best as possible, the actors' perspectives. 

Every word, every phrase, every communicative episode will mean 
different things to different people. This is true because an individ-
ual's unique biography and subjective relevance system offer some 
possibility of idiosyncratic variation. But it is also trivial because the 
point about communicative interaction is that the participants act on 
the assumption that for all practical purposes and until definite no-
tice to the contrary not only are lexical items understood in roughly 
the same fashion but that entire communicative projects, too, with 
their embedded meanings and sequential realization, are practically 
intelligible. It follows that typical "units" of meaning and typical 
structures of embeddedness are not arbitrary theoretical concepts but 
second-order constructs which closely approximate the structure of 
first-order constructs of ordinary people. Reconstruction of typical 
"nesting", foregrounded in the meaning of communicative projects, is 
possible in principle, no matter how great the technical difficulties 
and how "uneconomical" the procedures of a sequential analysis of 
dialogue may be. 

These difficulties have been usually, and quite appropriately, dis-
cussed as problems of (the reconstruction of) context, both in its wid-
est and in a more precise, narrow meaning of the word. For the 
methodology of interpretative reconstruction, context refers to the 
context of meaning for the actors. The task of reconstruction there-
fore consists in "formalizing" and "idealizing" the typically relevant 
knowledge and assumptions of the participants in interlocking com-
municative projects, knowledge and assumptions without which the 
actors could not understand each other and without which the ana-
lyst could not understand the actors. 
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In conclusion, it may be useful to sketch the main kinds of as-
sumptions and knowledge — beyond the fundamental principle of the 
reciprocity of perspectives — which are normally not part of "texts" 
but which the interactants must rely upon when engaging in inter-
action, the contexts which make the texts intelligible, first, to the ac-
tors, and second to the analyst. 

Interactional "context": 

a) Assumptions about the extent to which the principle of the reci-
procity of perspectives applies, i.e., assumptions about the normal-
ity of others. 

b) Assumptions about the extent to which others share in relevant 
portions of the social stock of knowledge and in the collective 
memory of a society, a group, and institution. 

c) Knowledge about the extent to which others shared past interac-
tions, from short biographical intersections to long stretches of 
shared courses of life. Such knowledge may be characterized by 
different degrees of accuracy. 

d) Knowledge, mixed with assumptions, about the actual situation, 
more precisely, about the extent to which the world within reach 
(in its spatial, temporal and social dimensions) is shared with the 
other participants. Evidently, such knowledge defines the limits of 
successful deixis and ellipsis. 

Dialogical context: 

In the reconstruction of the meaning of communicative interaction all 
the aspects of interactional "context" must be considered. But in ad-
dition several specific aspects of dialogical context are added: 

a) The "collective memory" of past communicative episodes shared 
with others. This aspect of context may form an obstacle to inter-
pretation unless it is drawn into the text ("but yesterday you 
promised..."). 

b) From the beginning of the communicative episode onward the 
participants start sharing the memory (variously precise and ac-
curate) of what has been said and done. At any subsequent mo-
ment of the episode the preceding parts of the communicative and, 
generally, interactive sequence are automatically relevant to, al-
though not necessarily salient in, the participants' practical un-
derstanding of the ongoing communicative process. Therefore they 
are relevant to the analyst's reconstruction. Occasionally a preced-
ing part also becomes salient and is reintroduced into the "text" 
("but you just said, that..."), thereby making explicit what is im- 

11 
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plicit in all dialogue. This is context in the narrowest and most 
precise meaning of the term. 

c) Finally, there may be a sort of "intertextuality" entering the con-
text of dialogue. The participants may recognize quotes from 
someone known to them — but not to the analyst — or to media 
"texts" known to them but not to the analyst. Reconstruction will 
be near impossible unless the quote is marked prosodically. This is 
usually the case; but then one only knows that something is 
quoted; the meaning of the quote for the ongoing communicative 
process may not be easy to decipher. It becomes fully accessible 
only when it is reconstructed by the actors themselves. 
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WILLIAM E. PADEN 

Sacrality and Worldmaking: New Catego-
rial Perspectives 

If we attend to the world not in terms of objects but in terms of cate-
gories, this is especially so in the study of religion where we face both 
the shaping and obscuring effects of basic, etic terms like myth, rit-
ual, deity and sacrality. Depending on how any one of these is theo-
retically construed, a quite different set of data, comparisons, and 
explanatory issues is generated. 

The category of the sacred in particular and the role of transcul-
tural concept-formation in general have undergone an obvious crisis. 
For the most part, "the sacred," if not an empty label, has been linked 
with theologism, and transcultural concepts have been condemned 
for their general non-comparability and colonialist intent. 

Yet I am convinced that without comparative modes of analysis the 
study of religion would be vacuous, lacking its defining ingredient, 
and that without any concept of sacrality we would have lost a cru-
cial lens for describing, analyzing, and interpreting our subject mat-
ter. I believe we therefore need to reconstruct an understanding of 
cross-cultural perspective and its employments so that they are ade-
quate to complexity and difference, as well as to commonality. We 
cannot take a step without concepts, and even thickly-described his-
torical and ethnographic studies will not escape them. No object is 
noticed without a directing category. 

Here, then, I would like to approach the matter of transcultural 
templates through an analysis of certain concepts of sacrality. Like 
the Finnish scholar Veikko Anttonen, with whose work (1996a, 
1996b) I am in much sympathy, I not only think the old model of this 
concept has served its purpose but that analytical approaches are 
promising, and will discuss here some of my attempts to think 
through aspects of the issue. The format includes 1) proposing a de-
centering, differentiating and secularizing of the category of sacral-
ity, 2) describing one of its subtypes that needs more attention and 
which I call "sacred order," and 3) examining some of the key concep-
tual and methodological functions of that category. 
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I. De-centering Sacrality 

With some exceptions, the discourse of sacrality has indeed been 
dominated by a single model, where "the sacred" became a reified 
noun—a substantive term for a supernatural reality, a label for the 
transcendent, or even an epithet for divinity, mystery, the wholly 
other. As such, the expression has functioned to bestow a sense of 
unity to the diversity of cultures, link that unity with a transcendent 
reality, and offer a simple way of making sense of otherwise foreign 
beliefs and practices by giving them a familiar, generic referent. 
These purposes are of course no longer taken for granted. 

While critics take the sacred as a hopelessly privileged religious 
category, I consider it too important a behavioral and structural 
component of religion to abandon, and would make the case that sac-
rality should be semantically recontextualized as a taxic indicator for 
certain ranges of cultural actions. 

Before the category of the sacred became a staple of the phenome-
nological movement, Emile Durkheim had already construed it as a 
behavioral category, a socio-religious "fact," a pattern of an 
"irreducible" kind, and a part of the nuclear classificatory apparatus 
of any religious system (cf. Paden 1994). His primary use of the word 
was as an adjective, as in "sacred things," and these objects com-
prised data to be explained. For Durkheim the sacred was not a term 
for the "wholly other" or for a supernatural force, but a socially or-
dained sign that marked off a class of objects which required ritual 
respect and access. In Mary Douglas's phrase, "The sacred for Durk-
heim and Mauss was nothing more mysterious or occult than shared 
classifications, deeply cherished and violently defended. That is not 
all: this idea of the sacred is capable of analysis" (1987: 97). 

Because of his sociological stance Durkheim's system was shunned 
by historians of religion, who were inspired more by R.R. Marett's 
correlation of mana and "the sacred," and took the development of 
that trajectory through Nathan Söderblom, Rudolf Otto and the phe-
nomenologists of religion. I will not elaborate here on my view that 
Mircea Eliade's concepts of sacrality have more links with the French 
secular discourses than with Otto's Das Heilige, or my view that Eli-
ade's idea of the sui generis nature of the sacred as a world-forming 
category has more in common conceptually with the Durkheimians 
than with the Protestant phenomenologists, but only note that a cur-
rent of secular discourse about the sacred does exist, that Eliade's 
notion of sacrality appears to straddle the secular and religious 
schemas, and that a fuller genealogy of the concept of the sacred it-
self will be helpful in sorting all this out. 
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I employ the class-term "sacrality" to cover a range of behavioral 
domains connected with objects, states and processes deemed sacred 
or holy. That is, I believe we need to take a polythetic approach to the 
whole cluster of actions to which these terms point, and that we will 
find then that they form quite heterogeneous regional patterns and 
logics, and presumably are even subject to different explanatory 
frames and cognitive transmissions. Religiously endowed objects 
come in every genre and correspondingly evoke a variety of behav-
iors, e.g. respect, loyalty, defensiveness, purity, as well as numinous 
awe. 

Analysis of the notion of sacrality and its behaviors could and 
should take place along any number of conceptual lines, crisscrossing 
the terrain with as many mappings and scannings as possible. Some 
typologies of sacrality have already been suggested: the sacred as 
either the pure or the unclean (W. Robertson Smith); as either the 
tabued or the unrestrained (Durkheim, Roger Caillois 1959); as ei-
ther the locative or the utopic (Jonathan Z. Smith); as either the ex-
traordinary or the nomic (Peter Berger); as either the quality of ri-
tualist, discursive "unquestionableness" or as the affective, numinous 
sense of the holy (Rappaport 1979: 208-217); as either respect for 
cultic tradition or the sense of numinous power (Baetke 1942). Emile 
Benveniste's etymological analysis (1973: 445-469) showed that 
words for sacrality lined up into two main semantic vectors, the 
meanings of 1) "to be marked off' (e.g. sacer, qadosh, hagios), or 2) 
that which manifests health, power, good omen, or luck (heil, spenta). 
Other secular models stress a particular feature of sacrality, like the 
"sanctity of cognitive boundaries" (Mary Douglas); or the transgres-
sive destruction of self-contained order (Georges Bataille); or violence 
(René Girard); or the "safeguarding of identity" (Hans Mol); or a 
bounded threshold separating realms of cultural potency (Arnold van 
Gennep, Veikko Anttonen); or the hierarchic (François-André Isam-
bert). 

These types and polarities suggest that sacrality may have more 
dimensions than otherness. Classically, when theories of the sacred 
either stretched the word to the service of a singular conceptual 
template like otherness, or, in contemporary use, when textbooks 
simply take it as a general label for "the religious," the concept is ei-
ther limited to a metaphor or drained of content altogether. I would 
argue that sacrality is too rich and strategic a behavioral territory to 
be so limited, and that the more lenses we use and the more we 
complicate the topic the more religious behavior we will see and be 
able to explain. 
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II. Sacred Order as a Type of Sacrality 

As a point of focus and exercise in analysis I will briefly examine one 
such lens, the concept of system-inviolability or sacred order (Paden 
1996). 

Sacred order here refers to behaviors that defend and restore the 
integrity of one's world. In contrast with the idea of experiencing or 
mediating otherness, what is central here are the practices and alle-
giances of upholding a world against threats and incursions. A sacred 
object is not only a source of awe, but of loyalty and commitment. As 
alluded to, some theoretic resources for this concept are available in 
Peter Berger's connection of nomos and sacrality (1967: 3-52), Mary 
Douglas' idea of system purity (1966, 1975), Jonathan Z. Smith's no-
tion of locative order (1978: 129-171), and Hans Mol's assimilation of 
sacralization and the protection of identity (1976). An emic prototype 
is the Hindu concept of dharma, from the root dhr, "to uphold." An 
etymological prototype is sancire or sanctus, "ordained or secured as 
inviolable," and also some of the earlier pre-Christian senses of the 
category "holy." While the development of the term "holy" from its 
Indo-European base (hailo) is not entirely clear, according to the Ox-
ford English Dictionary it is with some probability assumed to have 
connoted "inviolate, inviolable, that must be preserved whole or in-
tact, that cannot be injured with impunity" (Holy 1989: 318). Though 
theologians appropriated the terms holy and holiness as attributes of 
the divine, the concept of sacred order in some ways resonates with 
these pre-theological connotations of inviolateness. I would contrast 
sanctus here with terms that connote an empowered object, like heil, 
numen, Slavic svyat or even mana. 

The relation of sacred and profane here is completely different than 
in the conventional mana model. In the latter the sacred represented 
the extraordinary or transcendent and the profane represented the 
mundane. But with sacred order, the sacred represents order and the 
profane is what violates it. In this second sense, they are dynamically 
oppositional. The profane is not just what is "outside the temple" 
(pro-fanum) but rather what subverts it. With sacred order, the sac-
ral is not what points to the beyond, but to ways world-order is kept 
intact, and profanity is isomorphic with whatever actively threatens 
or offends that order through moral or ritual transgression, dishonor-
ing infractions, apostate disloyalties, or chaotic anomy. In this tem-
plate, then, sacred and profane are not different zones of experience 
but poles of a tension by which the system itself is kept honorable, 
clean, right and whole (Paden 1996: 5). 
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World, here, as the normative, inhabited program of highlighted or 
bounded categories, is not just a matrix where transcendental powers 
shine through, but one which humans uphold by keeping things 
rightly in place. As such, sacred order has at least the same level of 
urgency and strategic importance as encounters with the numinous. 
The one who reaches out to touch the holy Ark of the Covenant must 
die not only because of the mana of the Ark, but because of the pro-
found system-violation. 

Sacred order is not specific to religion, but is a factor in all social 
worlds, a basic set of responses related to the cognitive contrast, sys-
tem/anti-system. This is to say that it is a fundamental structuring 
mechanism linked with the need for self-maintenance in the natural 
behaviors of any organism. Religions, however, form prototypical 
cases because of their explicit interpretation of system boundaries in 
cosmicized, superhuman terms, their ontologized coding of the sys-
tem in social hierarchies and categorizations, and their inhibitory 
threats of supernatural punishment. As Peter Berger put it, "To go 
against the order of society is always to risk plunging into anomy. To 
go against the order of society as religiously legitimated, however, is 
to make a compact with the primeval forces of darkness" (1967: 39). 

Naturally the threat to order comes in degrees. There are life-
threatening matters and passing disturbances, threats to one's relig-
ious identity and daily annoyances. The degree to which order is sa-
cred is expressed in the weightiness of the rules and observances 
which guard its infraction, in the state of horror, confusion or despair 
that occurs when boundaries are disturbed, and in the extremity of 
the purgative, restorative measures exacted once violation has in fact 
taken place. Sacred order, then, is not simply a template for cosmic 
design and organization but rather a dynamic process of territorial 
maintenance in the face of threatened or actual impurity, wrongness, 
or guilt. The world, above all, must be kept "right"—understanding 
"rightness" here as always culturally defined. 

There are a large number of natural and social forms of commit-
ment which are isomorphic with sacred order and constrain the sense 
of inviolate boundaries. In some respects these are the generating 
forces for constructing and transmitting this type of sacrality. Just as 
the classical phenomenologists identified the various forms of nature 
in which hierophanies can occur—such as sky, earth, stones, moun-
tains and trees—so the very different expressions of sacred order also 
have typical matrices and zones, such as territory, bonding, tradition, 
hierarchy, social roles and memberships, and honor. 

Territory. Habitation is a fundamental form of life, and for humans 
territorial behaviors, "place" and ownership take numerous genres. 
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In these spaces, humans, like other organisms, make worlds prone to 
danger and ambiguous boundaries, and devise techniques for self-
defense and for expelling invaders. Here, most evidently, "the sacred" 
is not supernatural but biological, driven by the circuitries and in-
stincts of self-preservation and species-survival; here sociobiology 
and the study of sacrality join interests; here inviolability is a strat-
egy of life-space and self-maintenance. 

Bonding. W. Robertson Smith described the first form of sacrality 
as "the sanctity of the kindred bond," where "all sacred relations and 
all moral obligations depend on the physical unity of life," and where 
the bond with the god is a reflection of the bond with the clan (1956: 
47, 400). It is, he said, "...the one sacred principle of moral obligation" 
(1956: 53). The very nature of belonging to a group has an elemental 
obligatory character, whether in ascribed membership in a family, 
clan, ethnic group church, or nation, or in elective group affiliation. 
Nor is it surprising to find biologists noting that "the basic infra-
structure of human solidarity is rooted in a biogenetic capacity and 
predisposition for bonding" (Bolin and Bolin 1984: 15). Loyalty to 
one's survival unit is surely one of the primordial, albeit raw, forms 
of sacrality. 

Tradition. By tradition I do not mean a vague, disembodied world 
view of ideas, but the behavioral commitment of "doing things the 
way they have been done," and thus maintaining the normativeness 
of lineage-categories. In this sense, tradition, like territory, is best 
understood when disrupted. Tradition-behaviors replicate maps and 
scripts that ascribe defined identities and behavioral prototypes, and 
to break with these exemplars and guidelines is to rupture the 
world's a priori coherence. For example, it is believed by adherents 
that since its founding in the tenth century, every initiated monk in 
the Sakya lineage of Tibetan Buddhism has faithfully practiced a 
daily iteration acknowledging the continuous transmission of the 
dharma from each and all of the successive teachers in that tradition. 
This obedient ritual chain of the "River of Consecration" has ostensi-
bly never been broken. One could cite similar examples of system-
allegiance elsewhere. We have here I think an important modality of 
sacrality, but one paid scant attention in the works of the phenome-
nologists. 

Hierarchy and authority. Hierarchy creates the behaviors of fealty, 
submission, levels of unapproachability, scales of deference and loy-
alty, and degrees of status purity. The phenomenon of subordination 
and rank has links with pre-human behaviors (Burkert 1996: 80-
101). Political centralization ritualizes and mythologizes the sacrality 
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of its own authority, the violation of which puts world foundations at 
stake. 

Social roles. In traditional societies, essentialized internal classifi-
cations of social structure embody cosmic order, and these ordained 
roles constrain behavioral boundaries. Faithfulness to role and the 
sacrifice of individuality to its requirements are strong factors in the 
production of systemic order. "High grid" societies create strong in-
ternal gradations of status (Douglas 1982: 183-254; Dumont 1980). 
Role subversion provokes system subversion and may lead to the 
creation of wholly new groups, as we see in the controversies and 
schisms over the ordination of women. One also thinks of the sacral-
ity of ordained relationships of obligation in Confucianism, and 
again, its non-inclusion in western versions of the so-called phe-
nomenology of the sacred. 

High-definition membership. Some groups also operate by strong 
criteria of exclusive memberships, requiring clear-cut definitions and 
practices differentiating the insider's world from the non-insider's. 
Monasticism, new religious movements or revival movements, and 
separatist communities show this factor. Again, the identity mark-
ers—what one wears, eats, or avoids—become synecdochic codes for 
world maintenance, and become weighted and protected accordingly. 

Honor. Finally, a promising area of research on sacrality would be 
to investigate its relation to the phenomenon of honor, understood 
here as a form of critical integrity (rather than as acclaim). The ex-
tremities people have performed and the lives sacrificed in the name 
of honor—whether personal or institutional—should be another clue 
to the compelling nature of sacredness as system inviolability. 

Clearly none of these factors which generate the possibility of sa-
cred order are specific to religion. But religion puts its own cast on 
sacred boundaries through its pre-eminent superhuman ethos, its 
strong, persistent ritualization (which in itself imposes stability on a 
chaotic universe), and certainly its hypostasized and institutionalized 
emic versions of sacred order. Indeed, if interpreters claim to find a 
structuring, constraining concept or norm at work in religion, but 
religions themselves have no categories that correspond to it, one 
might be suspicious of the concept. But religions abound with such 
terms. Apart from the already mentioned Hindu concept of dharma-
the eternal, divinely endowed socio-cosmic order, upheld by right-
eousness, duty and law—one could also note the Muslim Sharia, 
Jewish Torah, general monotheistic notions of "the Word of God," the 
Confucian "Order of Heaven" (T'ien), the ancient Egyptian Ma-at, or 
the Greek Themis. 
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III. Issues 

At this point we may turn to examine directly some of the conceptual 
factors embedded in the use of such a category. How does it function, 
what are its schematic purposes and linkages, what is it "good for"? 

At the outset, skeptical questions arise. Isn't sacred order just an 
abstraction, an academic invention? Isn't it hopelessly malleable, 
non-unitary, and ambiguous at the edges, and thus incapable of 
clearly defining its own limits? As a comparative concept does it not 
merely impose itself on cultural data rather than illumine their 
complexity? Is it not just one more hegemonizing reflex attempting to 
corral the universe into a singular form? Doesn't the idea of "order" 
or "system" obscure the reality of plural systems of authority and of 
behavioral expectations that obtain within a single society? 

I would like to show that a concept like this, while not a perfect de-
scriptor in a tidy world to be sure, carries a useful and complex 
agenda of employments and networkings. It can operate in many 
contexts, and as a starting point for inquiry, heuristically uncovers 
and generates others, more or less productively differentiating and 
complicating itself along the way. As Nelson Goodman puts it, "For a 
categorial system, what needs to be shown is not that it is true, but 
what it can do" (1978: 129). 

Here, then, are some of its relevant functions: 
1. As with any interpretive concept, it is a device for "taking notice" 

(Saler 1992: 254). What we notice depends on the mappings we bring 
to the field. As describers of religion we cannot see something that we 
do not first have a category for. Without a word for it, most of the 
universe just goes by. Looking comes with a program, and the history 
of the study of religion is the history of generating themes and con-
cepts that show us what to look for. 

As a pointer in such study, the category of sacred order calls atten-
tion to areas of behavior that have a place and function in the con-
struction of worlds that parallels the role of empowered, numinous 
objects in strategic effect. Thus we need to look for sacrality not just 
in the sky, in the hierophany, in the encounter with the gods, but in 
other places too, like the domains of bounded loyalties, fidelities and 
commitments. In this sense, the category has a topographic function, 
profiling additional regions and subregions to be explored. 

2. A concept like sacred order forms a matrix of comparative in-
quiry that both connects and differentiates. On the one hand it shows 
common, analogical factors in human behavior, finding linkage be-
tween data that would otherwise remain isolated by culture and for-
eignness. Recurring patterns of human action are comparable here 
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not because they manifest the same transcendental reality, "the Sa-
cred," but because humans behave in common ways around the 
world. On the other hand, a comparative concept like this sets a 
standard against which cultural differences may be highlighted, and 
to that point I will return. 

3. The concept of sacred order is a relational entity that works by 
virtue of its contrastive and juxtapositional linkage in a larger spec-
trum of kinds of sacrality, and in this network gives them all better 
delineation. 

For example, any object could have both manic and nomic func-
tions. The realms of sacred order and numinous objects have a circu-
lar relation: Systemic authority grounds the reality of the object of 
belief while the object itself grounds that authority. And if the gods 
lend prestige to the system, without the authority of the system as a 
whole they have no existence (Isambert 1982: 270). To uphold the 
order of the system is then to uphold the reality of the gods them-
selves. 

Sacred order also forms a contrastive concept with several kinds of 
anti-order. If there is category maintenance, there is also sacred op-
position to regnant norms. Not all religiousness is conserving or de-
fensive any more than it is all about otherness or numinousness. Or-
der can become profane, and the system evil. Thus, counter-
hegemonic sacred objectives emerge which are liberative or salvific, 
antinomian and levelling, and inviolability becomes a feature of those 
freedoms—freedom from tyrannical orders, suppressive captivities, or 
even the banality of structured norms. Here, in anti-order, factors 
like systemic honor, hierarchy, territory and social status can become 
perceived as traps to be abandoned, and authority something to be 
overthrown in the emergence of new identities. Enter the practices 
and mythologies of category reversal, the sacralities of world renun-
ciation and salvation, of the interstitial spirits and their free play, of 
prophetic revitalization movements. 

Insofar as sacred order is conservative and rigid, it also has an-
other opposite: tolerance for disorder, adaptability to anomaly and 
integration of otherwise threatening worlds. Such factors, which in-
vite diachronic analysis, will be of as much interest for historians of 
religion as is boundary maintenance per se. 

4. The concept of sacred order, we have seen, bridges or joins with categories that otherwise would not contribute to discourse about the 

sacred, for example, territory, authority and honor. It is linked in 
interesting ways with the notions of integrity and identity. Con-
nected with and amplified by these other categories, a richer, more 
complex understanding emerges. The very connection of sacrality 
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and "order" draws attention to the sacral dimension of social and po-
litical orders, and at the same time the socio-political element in re-
ligious order. Likewise, the study of law and of "rights" becomes a 
resource and field for the study of sacrality, and vice-versa. 

5. Sacred order generates subtypes and subset questions. First, 
there are different phases of system maintenance: establishing order, 
defending it, restoring it if violated. Each of these has endless variant 
forms and cultural inflections. Order can be defended by suppression 
of enemies or by self-isolation. Restoring order can be done through 
burning heretics or through accepting apologies. 

Each subtype or successive trait of sacred order serves as a point of 
comparison which invites and enables the perception of differences 
relative to that common trait. In this sense, the theme or point of 
comparability functions not to obliterate differences but as a format 
for highlighting them. 

6. A theme like sacred order can be used as a stable point against 
which to examine not only differences in type, but differences in con-
tent. The theme or subtheme is not just an a priori idea that only 
replicates itself in example after example, as though the variations 
were just clones, so that all we ever really see is just the idea of 
"sacred order" exemplified—as a cookie-cutter mold reproduces itself 
over and over again in rolled dough. One thinks of many kinds of 
classical comparativism where the exemplum only exists to say, "here 
is our theme one more time, here is another axis mundi and another, 
and another;" or "here is a world tree in India, and there is one in 
China, and there is one among the Kwakiutl," as if the only function 
of the comparative mode were to establish the general ubiguity of its 
topic, to illustrate only itself, to write its homogenizing signature 
across the world of many cultures. 

What can one learn, by putting the theme to the data, that is not 
already pre-given in the theme? We can, I believe, see sacred order 
not just as a feature that every community "has" in some mode of in-
tensity, some style of defense, or some type of pollution-riddance, but 
also as something of interest because of the particular nature or con-
tent of that which constitutes the sacred order itself. Just because 
sacred order is a function and not a content does not mean one will 
not be interested in the content. One may want to ask what it is that 
cannot be violated, or what it is that people think they are defending. 
What inviolable objects does a society protect with its greatest pre-
cautions, and for which infractions does a group reserve its severest 
punishments? 

Here is one of the important differences between Durkheimian and 
Eliadean ideas of sacrality. For Eliade, the things that are sacred 
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tend to be instances of eternal archetypes, but for the Durkheimian 
model, societies attribute sacredness to specific social objects and 
values, and these have cultural content. For example, both Marcel 
Mauss and Durkheim wrote about how modern societies attributed 
sanctity to the individual person, the human being per se, and the 
rights of the individual, and how it safeguarded these objects from 
violation with the same respect given religious categories (Durkheim 
1975: 61-67; Mauss 1979: 90). Normative principles like equality, 
democracy, and justice are further examples, and then, from this 
point of view, secular and humanistic norms become analogous to 
religious norms like the divinity of the monarch, the Samgha of the 
Buddha, the apostolic authority of the church, or even the decrees of 
a paranoid cult leader. It is all social teachings or values, but the ac-
tual values change and vary even within a culture and it is a central 
function of the history of religion to study those changing ingredients 
and local adaptations. 

Thus, as the old comparative templates drew attention "upward" to 
the recurrent religious archetypes embodied in the data, the newer 
ones may be said to draw attention laterally or even downward to 
reveal the structures, empowerments and values of social existence. 
Presumably, in this vein, each society will manifest sacred order in a 
way that shows us not only something about sacredness but about 
itself and its culture-specific contents and strategies. 

It also follows that sacred order, and this goes for sacrality gener-
ally, is not necessarily benign but has its raw, malignant contents 
and its pathologies. Sacred does not mean good. Sacred norms can be 
used to subordinate people on the basis of race, gender and ideology. 
The self-imputed sacredness of one group can automatically make 
other groups despised and impure. At the individual level, inviolate 
order can amount to a compulsive or obsessive component of neuroses 
and psychoses. In the many pernicious forms of self interest, sacrality 
inflates the ego, social status, the nation state, the group leader, with 
fear-laden, oppressive borders and unhappy consequences. We had 
better get used to the idea that the sacred—which was an adjective 
widely used in the rhetoric of the Third Reich, along with the lan-
guage of "purifying and defending the honor of the Volk"—can mani-
fest as a divisive behavior and is not necessarily something admira-
ble or socially functional, and that the most outrageous human be-
haviors have been enacted under its constraints. 

7. How to maintain control of such a broad topic? Conceptual con-
trol is needed both of the aspectual nature of the inquiry (Poole 1986) 
and of the contextual nature and function of the exemplum (Paden 
1992: 110-124). Regarding the first, one builds in awareness of de- 
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limited focus and purpose. Thematic pursuits are always governed by 
specific goals which determine the choices of data. Are we interested 
in the institutional, aggressive sides of sacred order? That is one line 
of inquiry. Or, alternatively, are we interested in the power of the 
sacred to solicit the ultimate in individual self-sacrifice, thinking 
perhaps of martyrs who give their own lives to protect the honor of 
their sacred categories—their Sabbaths and Korans, Daimyos and 
Christs—from desecration? Reflexive awareness of one's delimiting 
choices and positionings of interest helps clarify and guide the oth-
erwise rampant and complex nature of generalizing about a topic like 
this. 

Grasping the context of the actual data of sacred order is of course 
most challenging and methodologically problematic. One is faced 
right away with the situation that any society has multiple forms or 
contexts of order, that these domains and matrices overlap identities 
in a way that cannot definitively be untangled, and that they are in 
large part culture-specific. There are physical and mental orders, 
private and public, domestic and national, ritualistic or linguistic. 
The possibility of control lies in generating a conceptualization of or-
der that acknowledges plural systems of order and their relative 
functions in a given case. The complexity of order is then an oppor-
tunity as well as a challenge—it ultimately forces students of religion 
to understand how world systems and identity formations work and 
interact on the ground. 

8. The behaviors of sacred order have both humanistic and scien-
tific implications, and lend themselves to sociological, phenomenol-
ogical, psychological, and cognitivist scrutiny. Though outlining a 
research program is not the burden of this essay, one can see that 
lines of questioning abound: How is systemic sacrality a reflex of so-
cial structure? How does its intensity correlate with the subversive 
presence of alternative systems, or with male authority patterns, or 
with territorial insecurity? Under what social conditions does it dis-
appear as a salient category? 

9. The way in which sacrality is a category of behavior can now be 
reiterated, because it is in this sense that it creates a framework of 
cross-cultural comparability based not on meanings, significations, or 
the noumenal, but on what humans do. By the same token, sacred 
order does not refer to world views but to what could neologistically 
be called "worlding," thus putting the configurative features of cul-
ture in a verbal form and emphasizing the adverbial dimension of 
sacredness itself. People do things to prevent and remediate viola-
tion, and this is a different level of analysis than noting that all cul-
tures have beliefs in a cosmic or superhuman order. In this way I see 
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sacred order within the context of the notion of worldmaking, under-
standing the latter to have the same naturalness as building nests, 
spinning webs, defending stamping grounds, expelling invaders, or 
returning to one's streambed of origin. Walter Burkert's recent work, 
Creation of the Sacred, illustrates well this natural mode, as in this 
sample: 

"Life's achievement is self-replication, self-regulation, and ho-
meostasis. Hence the gods are the most persistent guarantors of 
order, the forceful regulators. Life needs seclusion for its own pro-
tection, building up cells to separate what is inside from the out-
side; the religious worldview usually adopts some privileged cen-
ter to keep in touch with the divine despite chaotic or diabolical 
surroundings". (Burkert 1996: 33) 

I see here a certain trend in the study of religion. It goes from looking 
at religions of the world, to looking at the phenomenological world of 
religion, to looking at the social construction of religious worlds, to 
looking at the naturalism and universality of worldmaking processes, 
in which religion plays a prototypal role. This suggests prospects for 
thinking about universals in religion in terms of behavioral com-
monalities rather than in terms of common objects or ideas. The ex-
tent to which the various domains of sacrality per se or sacred order 
in particular are successful material for scientific theory or the epi-
demiology of behaviors remains to be seen (cf. Boyer 1994: 227-262; 
Sperber 1996). 

The concept of worldmaking forms a mediating ground between the 
idea that behavior is explained by world views and the idea that be-
havior is explained by built-in cognitive transmissions. Constraints 
on behavior seem to work in both directions. But the mind is always 
an inhabitant in a world of objects, an actor in a world to be organ-
ized and bounded, not a disembodied thought machine. Understand-
ing mind and world as a single environment, we note that humans 
evidently form and develop strong relationships to empowered ob-
jects, make sacrifices to maintain stability, guard and restore classi-
fications which protect the foundations of the life-world, and disen-
gage from those same boundaries to form new identities and poten-
cies. "World" is then both a determiner and a precipitate of these 
conducts: It is a determiner because behavior is guided by institu-
tions and norms and it is a product because the cross-cultural recur-
rence of these behaviors suggests that a disposition to form them is 
natural. 

In sum, a recontextualized, de-centered approach to sacrality will 
take seriously its diversity of forms and types, and its flexibility of 

12 
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application. We have seen one such example. In the end, the factor of 
the sacred might even stand to gain back some of its role in the his-
tory of religions, in a new key, providing a wider source of materials, 
without the levelling of a one-dimensional hermeneutical purpose, 
and with an expanding repertoire of theoretic fronts and comparative 
lenses, each geared to its appropriate setting and form of inquiry. 
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JØRGEN PODEMANN SØRENSEN 

On Divination. An Exercise in Comparative 
Method 

At the end of his famous essay 'Religion as a Cultural System', Clif-
ford Geertz (1993: 125) had occasion to make the point that studies of 
the role of e.g. divination in reinforcing social control "with but the 
most general, common-sense view" of what divination is as a religious 
pattern seemed to him "not particularly promising." What is needed, 
he concludes, is "a theoretical analysis of symbolic action comparable 
in sophistication to what we now have for social and psychological 
action..." Divination is only one of his examples, and his call for 
theories of symbolic action has certainly not been fruitless. What I 
have to offer is not a new theory of symbolic action, but a modest at-
tempt, on a comparative basis, to arrive at a slightly more sophisti-
cated idea of divination 'as a religious pattern'. This attempt will be 
made with a view both to illustrate and to discuss comparative 
method. I shall therefore try to be very explicit about every intellec-
tual operation involved, I hope not to the point of boredom. 

Some comparative methods aim at establishing universals, others 
seek human causes that will account for cross-cultural or transhis-
torical resemblance. The sole aim of the comparative method I shall 
present is to improve our questionnaire. The professionalism of any 
discipline consists in the intelligent questions it is prepared to ask. 
All theories, including those claiming universals, contribute to our 
professional questionnaire; and that is how, in spite of the theoretical 
monsters we have to kill every year, our discipline has been making 
some progress throughout its history. Time may have come, then, to 
concentrate our comparative endeavours on questions to ask. 

Divination is the production, observation and interpretation of 
signs in order to obtain a religious basis for decision and action. This 
working definition excludes ecstatic prophecy and straightforward 
clairvoyance and concentrates on what is sometimes called inductive 
divination. We shall consider a few divination systems from different 
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parts of the world', but before doing so we should make clear what we 
are after. If we want to arrive at an idea of divination as a religious 
pattern, I suggest that we study the structure and content of each 
divination procedure, giving priority to the question of how it makes 
sense to its users as a true basis for making decisions. 

To make sense means to articulate local cosmology. The relation be-
tween divination and cosmology is perhaps easiest to grasp in the 
case of prodigies: In his Roman history, Livy is very fond of reporting 
prodigies alleged to have heralded the more dramatic events. He is 
concerned to demonstrate how observant the maiores were when 
faced with negative articulations of cosmology. When lightning had 
struck the temple of Juno Lucina in Rome and rain had fallen from a 
cloudless sky in Nursia and elsewhere a mule was reported to have 
foaled, no political action could be taken before propitiatory rites had 
been performed (Ab Urbe condita 37.3). The obvious meaning of these 
prodigies is that the order and equilibrium of the world, the pax 
deorum, was endangered. 

No less observant were the ancient Assyrian kings in the 7th  cen-
tury BC. They had specialists posted all over the kingdom in order to 
observe and interpret prodigies and to make sure that propitiatory 
rituals were performed. There was a whole learned literature they 
could consult, whenever an unusual event seemed to herald that the 
normal order of things was endangered. The signs observed were 
sometimes considered of merely local relevance, sometimes inter-
preted as affecting the whole country. 

In Assyria as well as in ancient Rome, the interest taken in prodi-
gies implies the idea that single events bear witness to more general 
tendencies in the course of the world. A very similar idea is vaguely 
implied by even the simplest forms of divination, in which a question 
is answered with 'yes' or 'no' through some binary procedure like 
heads or tails. Whenever a single observation is taken to have a 
bearing on some different area of life, the idea of a coherent and law-
bound world is appealed to. In this vague and general sense, divina-
tion will always somehow imply cosmology. 

It is, however, from the study of less conspicuous and highly tech-
nical systems of divination that we may expect to arrive at the more 
sophisticated questionnaire we are looking for. It is also, as I hope to 
show, in dealing with such less conspicuous systems that a profes-
sional questionnaire will be useful. Let us consider three elaborate 
systems of divination: 

For world-wide surveys, see Caquot and Leibovici 1968; Loewe and Blacker 
1981. 
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One of the most famous books of divination is the Chinese classic Yi 
Jing. The book as we know it today is the product of more than two 
millennia of elaboration and refinement, but the elementary traits of 
the divination procedure and the system of divination it codifies date 
back as early as 1000 BC. The classical method of consulting the Yi 
Jing consists in a play with yarrow stalks. After carefully stating the 
problem, the diviner takes his 50 sticks, returns one to its case and 
divides the remaining 49 into two heaps. Removing one stick from 
the right heap, he puts it between the fingers of his left hand and 
goes on to remove sticks from the left heap, 4 by 4, until 4 or less are 
left. This remainder of the left heap he puts between the fingers of 
his left hand and repeats the same procedure with the right heap. 
The entire content of the left hand is then put aside in a new heap, 
and the whole procedure is repeated twice with the remaining sticks, 
so that three 'left hand' heaps result from three experiments. The 
numerical combination created by the number of sticks in each of the 
three heaps will then point to either an unbroken or a broken line. 
According to a well known Chinese system of classification, unbroken 
lines are called yang and broken lines are called yin. The whole pro-
cedure is conducted six times to produce a hexagram, a figure of six 
horisontal yin or yang lines. Each of the 64 possible combinations of 
six lines has a chapter of its own in the Yi Jing. 

The numerical combinations of the three heaps that generate a line 
also decide whether a line is 'young' or 'old'. According to cosmological 
ideas of regeneration and renewal, 'old' lines tend towards their op-
posite, i.e. an old yang line is considered to be about to change into a 
yin line and vice versa. This means that whenever 'old' lines are pres-
ent in a hexagram, the diviner must take into consideration also the 
hexagram that would result from turning these lines into their oppo-
sites. In addition, each chapter of the Yi Jing also considers the 
meanings of the numerical combinations that have produced each 
line in the hexagram. 

The system is thus fairly complicated, and the chapters themselves 
are obviously the product of many layers of tradition. Meaning is at-
tached to each hexagram in quite a number of different ways. The 
hexagram as a whole may be interpreted as a figure and given a cor-
responding name, e.g. no. 50 Ting: a sacrificial vessel. This important 
ritual object offers a basis for further meanings: if the bottom line 
was generated by a numerical combination called no. 6, the following 
proverb will be relevant: 

"To rid it of decaying remnants of meat, the vessel is turned up-
side down." 
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This is further qualified by the addition of a parallel proverb: 

"It is not shameful to take a concubine for the sake of bearing 
sons" (Blofeld 1968: 183). 

The general advice to be gathered is that a noble purpose may justify 
or necessitate what looks like an act of sacrilege or voluptuousness. 

Another source of meanings is the fact that all 64 hexagrams are 
combinations of two out of eight possible trigrams. The trigrams are 
associated with a whole system of classification; they denote heaven 
and earth, fire and water, the cardinal points, family relationships 
etc. etc. Thus hexagram no. 50 is fire over wood. Combined with the 
idea of the sacrificial vessel, the hexagram points to the important 
activity of cooking meat for sacrifice. Sacrifice and, on the whole, rit-
ual is what makes the world go round, and the pious, exemplar sage 
or holy man who sacrifices is also one who adheres to the decrees of 
Heaven. 

Thus by way of associations which articulate and combine cosmol-
ogy and morals, the text of Yi Jing offers a rich and differentiated 
basis for prediction and advice. Each hexagram provides the diviner 
with a set of cosmological and moral constellations in terms of which 
the problem stated at the outset may be interpreted. The commentar-
ies strengthen and qualify the older basic text, giving reasons for the 
meaning attached to hexagrams and offering abstract predictions. 
The diviner must carefully steer his course through the learned book 
and its commentaries to obtain maximum correspondence between its 
cosmological symbolism and moral teachings and the case in ques-
tion. 

A divination system of similar complexity, but based on oral tradi-
tion, is found in West Africa among the Yoruba, who call it Ifa and 
the Fon who call it Fa. The diviner takes 16 palm nuts in his right 
hand. Holding the nuts in a firm grip he places the right hand on the 
palm of the left hand Relaxing his grip a little, he lifts up his right 
hand again. This will make one or two palm nuts drop into the left 
hand. Two nuts will be noted with one line in a tray with sand, one 
nut with two lines. This procedure is repeated eight times to generate 
a pattern like this: 

I II 
II I 
I I 
II I 

To each of the 256 possible combinations corresponds a set of texts 
which the diviner knows by heart. Learned diviners will even know 
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several alternative texts for each combination. The texts are mythical 
or exemplar narratives, in which divination often has a role to play. 
Another important theme of these narratives is sacrifice, since the 
divination procedure usually ends up with the prescription of certain 
offerings to secure success. Like the texts of the Yi Jing, the narra-
tives are treated as exemplars of the matter in hand and interpreted 
ad hoc. In some traditions, the diviner is kept ignorant of both the 
question and the situation of the client, so that the client will have to 
undertake the ad hoc exegesis himself. 

Less complicated and certainly less institutionalized are the vari-
ous types of biblical divination still in use in the fringes of the protes-
tant churches of northern Europe. The Bible is a canonical text, and 
outside elitarian historical and critical theology it is often straight-
forwardly considered as the infallible word of God, valid as a guide in 
any human situation. Jonathan Smith (1982: 36-52) has justly com-
pared canon exegesis with divination. What I call biblical divination, 
however, includes a stochastic procedure to select a particular bibli-
cal text for guidance. The simplest technique is to open the Bible at 
random and take advice from whatever verses meet the eye. A 
slightly more sophisticated type of biblical divination is called 
'manna-grains'. Abbreviated biblical references on very small pieces 
of paper — almost like the flakes or grains on which the people of 
Israel survived in the desert — are put in a tray. The diviner picks 
one at random and looks up the reference in his Bible. This may be 
done as a variant of regular devotional reading, but also to seek ad-
vice in a particular situation (Balle-Petersen 1982). The biblical text 
will then be interpreted as divine advice, pertinent to the matter in 
hand. 

Although taken from three continents, three examples will not suf-
fice to establish universals; neither would three thousand. They will, 
however, enable us to develop a questionnaire to be used in future 
studies of still other systems of divination. We have observed that all 
three systems of prediction take their point of departure in unpre-
dictable observations. There is an experiment, the result of which is 
at least in principle impossible to determine. But as soon as the re-
sult is obtained, it gives access to an exemplar text (and we shall un-
derstand 'text' in the broadest possible sense, as any pattern subject 
to interpretation). This text will then be considered relevant and 
pertinent to the case in question and interpreted ad hoc. This means 
that we may structure an inquiry into a process of divination accord-
ing to the following questionnaire: 
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1. The experiment 
2. The exemplar text 
3. The ad hoc interpretation. 

It takes no genius to arrive at this very simple questionnaire, but 
what exactly are the intellectual operations that take us this little 
step forward? The very juxtaposition of the three examples made us 
look for common structures and common denominators. Thus we be-
came involved in a process of abstraction and formalization which 
enabled us to formulate a questionnaire that will apply to divination 
systems in spite of many differences in detail. 

The questionnaire is, however, still a very simple one which does 
nothing but structure a first inquiry. To develop it further, we must 
consider the role played by cosmology and the ways in which the 
verdicts of divination acquire authority. The two questions are closely 
related, as it is perhaps most easily seen in the case of biblical divi-
nation. Canonical texts are, of course, authoritative, and even with-
out appealing to logos theology the very idea of the Bible as a com-
plete, fixed canon implies that in a religious sense the world is not 
deeper or bigger than revealed in the text of the Bible. The sacred 
book is considered the complete and ultimate key to the world, per-
haps even to the extent that future events and conditions preexist in 
its text. 

In the case of the Yi Jing, we have already observed how its text 
moves from the cosmic and ritual constellations to the moral order. 
Thus it presents the outcome of divination as a necessary result of 
that eternal and coherent process of transfiguration, which is the dao 
of the world. 

In the case of Fa, it is considered the writing of the creator god 
Mawu (Herskovits 1938 II: 203), in which the present and the future 
preexist. Divination gives access to this matrix, or rather puts its 
stamp on the world, thus formulating rules to be followed. Fon nar-
ratives account for mythological exemplars of the technique and the 
process of divination. In one of these narratives (Herskovits and 
Herskovits 1958: 173-176), divination is a bisexual divinity, Gbadu, 
created by Mawu after the gods of the three kingdoms of earth, sky, 
and sea had appeared. Gbadu has 16 eyes and sits in a palm tree in 
order to watch the three kingdoms. Legba, the trickster god and the 
only one who understands the language of Mawu as well as the lan-
guages of all three kingdoms, has the task of opening Gbadu's eyes 
when she awakes. If she wants two eyes opened, she gives him one 
palm nut; if she wants one, she gives him two. 
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The roles of Legba and Gbadu in this text are due to the basic idea 
that, as a deus otiosus, Mawu governs the world in an indirect way. 
The world is divided into the three kingdoms, which speak different 
languages and do not understand the language of Mawu. Legba the 
linguist must act as a mediator and, according to the wish of Mawu, 
Gbadu is now given a similar mediating position: She receives the 
keys to the future, which is a house with 16 doors, corresponding to 
her 16 eyes. At the same time, a knowledge of the language of Mawu 
is given to some men (sc. the diviners). Through the technique of 
divination with the 16 nuts, men may thus open the eyes of Gbadu, 
which correspond to the doors of the house of the future, and thus see 
their fate. The number 16 connects the manipulations of the diviner 
with Gbadu, and through her with the house of the future. Another 
narrative (Herskovits and Herskovits 1958: 180) makes a similar 
point when it speaks of the 16 'secretaries' of the creator god. 

The mythological role of divination is, as we have seen, that of me-
diating between Mawu and the world, thus replacing a more direct 
divine government. Fa, or Gbadu, is there to bring order to the world, 
for she is given her mediating position when Legba reports that the 
three kingdoms are in disorder, because they do not know the lan-
guage of Mawu. Fa is also the origin of sacrifice (which it prescribes) 
and of "all the stories of the world". This refers to the vast fund of 
myths and narratives used as exemplar texts in divination, but in a 
mythological perspective it serves to emphasize the ordering and 
cultivating role of Fa. The role and the authority of the exemplar 
texts in regulating human behaviour find salient expression in the 
passages immediately following: Fa has brought all these stories 
from the sky, and "everything that happens on earth, has happened 
in the sky before. So Fa and Legba can advise human beings, because 
they themselves have discovered how to meet every possible situation 
in the sky." (Herskovits and Herskovits 1958: 180). The celestial and 
mythical order, the 'writing of Mawu' is accessible on earth through 
the fund of exemplar narratives administered by the divination. Thus 
in a double sense, Fa-divination is cosmology in practice. Its very 
technique is founded in myth, and through its experiment, the celes-
tial and mythical exemplar of any human situation are found. 

Added to the questionnaire we already have, the question of cos-
mology and authority brings out differences in the cosmologies, but at 
the same time serves to identify the very raison d'être of a divination 
system. 

There is, of course, much more to each local system of divination 
than this simple questionnaire can ever bring out. No doubt it will be 
possible to improve and refine it, but I hope it is already visible how 
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it may serve as an analytic tool in the historical study of a single re-
ligion, when divination is involved. 

By the very simplicity of the matter I have presented, it is my hope 
to have demonstrated how a comparative exercise may, through the 
process of abstraction and formalization that it implies, lead to the 
formation of notions and categories that improve our professional 
questionnaire. 
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MICHAEL PYE 

Methodological Integration in the Study of 
Religions 

Methodological clustering 

These pages present a call for an integrated approach to the aca-
demic study of religions which does justice to its specificity, but with-
out separating it artificially from other related avenues of research. 
For a discipline to reflect upon its methods is a normal part of aca-
demic endeavour, and this applies to the study of religions (or Relig-
ionswissenschaft1) as much as to any other scientific research. This 
statement implies, and is intended to imply, that the study of relig-
ions may be regarded as a "discipline". "Religions" constitute a field 
of study and accordingly "the study of religion (or religions)" is a dis-
cipline. What is a discipline, that is, in the scientific sense? It is no 
more, and no less, than a methodically ordered approach to the study 
of a field. The field "religion(s)", no less than any other fields, re-
quires a methodically ordered approach for its study. The methodi-
cally ordered approach, the discipline, takes on particular character-
istics as required for the best study of the field. Consequently, the 
discipline of the study of religion(s) is not necessarily quite the same 
as the discipline required for the study of other fields, though it may 
be rather similar to the discipline required for the study of closely 
related fields. 

The view of the field and the understanding of the discipline inter-
act with each other. A stable methodological perspective corresponds 
to a stable view of the field. The destabilisation of either leads to the 
destabilisation of the other. However, an advance in methodology 

The German term (like its equivalent in various languages) has the advan-
tage of including the element "science" in it, but the disadvantage of refer-
ring to religion in the singular. Care should be taken to avoid the term 
which puts the sciences into the plural, namely Religionswissenschaften, for 
this suggests on the one hand that "religion" is one, idealised entity, while 
on the other hand avoiding the strenuous task of being clear about what the 
appropriate science for its investigation is. 
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may lead to a correction in the view of the field, and on the other 
hand, newly perceived or newly emergent features in the field may 
lead to pressures on currently held understandings of method. While 
openness to the recasting of perspectives is desirable, one may hope 
nevertheless for a certain, relative stability in the understanding of 
both field and discipline, for otherwise the critical interaction be-
tween individual investigators typical of a "science" cannot function 
at all. It is to be hoped that conferences on the subject of methodology 
in the study of religions, as famously held in Turku, contribute to the 
stabilisation process.' When there is relative stability, the discipline 
can be learned, practised, taught, corrected and developed. 

The understanding that there is, and indeed must be such a proc-
ess of methodological development and reflection does not imply that 
the study of religions has some one special method, unique to itself. 
At the same time the discipline of the study of religions requires its 
own particular gathering, or as we might better say, clustering, of 
methods. Though the methods at our disposal are in themselves 
known in the context of other disciplines, they are brought together 
in a particular way in order to facilitate the study of the precise field 
in question, namely religions. The resultant discipline is not quite the 
same as the disciplines required for the study of other fields, or of 
fields differently defined. 

It is desirable to clarify, at this point in the argument, the nature of 
the specificity which the discipline requires and the reasons for 
which it should be affirmed. It arises firstly for the simple reason 
that there does not seem to be any other one, single discipline which 
could plausibly claim to be, alone and precisely, the discipline re-
quired for the study of religions. For example, "history" does not quite 
fit the requirements, because it does not usually include the methodo-
logical niceties of carrying out fieldwork among living people. Nor 
however does "sociology", because in general, quite correctly in its 
own terms, it subordinates the study of religious ideas and behaviour 
to wider questions about the nature and functioning of society. Such 
questions are of course valuable, but there are other questions of in-
terest concerning religious idea-complexes, for example questions 
about their internal structure and dynamics, which are not necessar-
ily "sociological" in nature. For analogous reasons the disciplines of 

2 
I am referring to the IAHR conferences on methodology in 1973 (see Honko 

1979) and in 1997. On the whole I believe that these conferences have in fact 
tended to stabilise methodology, even though some contributions in each 
case might provide illustrations for some of the difficulties discussed in the 
next section of this paper. 
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anthropology, art history, archaeology, political science, and so on, 
also do not amount to just that discipline which is required, overall, 
for the study of religions. Unfortunately the use of the words 
"autonomy" or "autonomous" have sometimes been subject to misun-
derstanding or to misuse in this connection. This is because they 
have frequently been associated with an "essentialist" or "sui generis" 
view of religion as a unitary phenomenon, that is, with the idea that 
behind all the various religions there is some unifying essence which 
only specialists in religion can understand and which makes their 
study different in kind from the study of anything else. This position 
is by no means adopted here. Nor shall it even be discussed at this 
point, since such a view of religions is not relevant to the argument 
being advanced.3  It is quite a different matter to point out that none 
of the other disciplines currently practised in the human and social 
sciences specifically and adequately relate to the field of "religions". 
In some way or other they fail adequately to explore or elucidate the 
subject matter. Some do too little, and some, it might be said, do too 
much. This does not mean that the study of religions requires a spe-
cial method which is unique to itself. What it does mean is that the 
right selection of available methods must be made and that these 
must be clustered together in a manner appropriate to the subject 
matter. 

While it is necessary to realise that a specific clustering of methods 
is necessary to maintain and develop the discipline of the study of 
religions, it is not necessarily important to achieve complete agree-
ment about what this clustering of methods should look like. Conse-
quently there is no intention to offer a dogmatic statement about it 
here. Nevertheless, after clearing the way with some notes on present 
difficulties and the reasons for them, the following presentation will 
seek to show what such a clustering of methods might reasonably be 
expected to look like. The statement is formulated in what may ap-
pear to some to be disappointingly uncomplicated terms. However, 
this is intentional and is regarded here as an advantage. Simplicity is 
a strength, not a weakness. It is anticipated that those who are 
themselves engaged in the study of religions, in practice, will find it 
relatively easy to reach broad agreement along these lines. And in-
deed it is important, while continuing the methodological discussion 

3 
To avoid any misunderstanding it may be added that the intention behind 

the usage in the phrase "The study of religion as an autonomous discipline" 
(Pye 1982) is consistent with the approach being taken here. Unfortunately 
the word "autonomous" may have too many misleading associations and so 
should perhaps be avoided. 
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within the discipline, that there should be a widely recognisable tra-
dition of study which can be identified as "the study of religions" (or 
whatever formulation is preferred). Indeed, it may be maintained 
that to some extent there is already such a recognisable tradition of 
study, even if it is in need of greater crystallization. 

Reasons for some present difficulties 

Unfortunately, in spite of much attention to methodological questions 
in the study of religion there continues to be uncertainty, vagueness, 
and even irresponsibility in not a few quarters. Why is the methodo-
logical identity of the study of religion so widely misunderstood? 
There are various reasons. 

First, it is deplorable that basic distinctions which ought to be eas-
ily understood continue to be slurred over or dismissed as trivial. A 
classic example of this is the difference between studying religious 
statements and making religious statements. It is remarkable, but 
true, that even today, after decades of methodological clarification, it 
is still necessary to make this distinction clear. Again and again, 
theologians appear who confidently assert that they are making 
statements which pertain to Religionswissenschaft, when they are in 
fact giving a religious analysis of some cultural situation. It is not 
surprising that other members of the public, even of academe, cannot 
take the trouble of making this distinction. However, as most real 
specialists in the study of religions would agree today, it is quite sig-
nificant for the study of religion that it should not be identified with 
the making of religious statements. That would be a matter for theo-
logians, Buddhist apologists, neo-shamans, and many others. 

Second, there is a certain amount of intellectually obstinate com-
partmentalization furthered by the use of conventional phrases such 
as "comparative religion", "phenomenology of religion", "anthropology 
of religion", "psychology of religion" and so on. Though these are 
usually recognised to have a certain history, which is rehearsed from 
time to time, it is not so common to see them assessed conspectually 
and critically, with a view to their correlation, integration or aban-
donment as might be required. More commonly they are just listed as 
options which people may take up as they please. However if the field 
is regarded as coherent, then a greater degree of methodological co-
ordination, or even integration, is intellectually desirable and ought 
therefore to be sought. For example "comparative religion" or 
"comparative study of religions" cannot really exist by itself. Nor can 
"ethnology of religion", in spite of the immensely valuable contribu- 
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tions of those working at the interface between ethnology and the 

study of religions.4  
Third, persons coming freshly to the subject often bring with them 

methodological perspectives which have been strongly formed in 
other disciplinary contexts. This is often enriching, but can also per-
petuate mistaken assumptions and misunderstandings about the 
study of religions. Thus it sometimes happens that a person who has 
been trained as an anthropologist or ethnologist, and who goes on to 
specialise in religion, simply does not go to the trouble of acquiring a 
methodological orientation in the discipline of the study of religions. 
Humanly speaking, this may be acceptable in itself, depending on the 
case and the situation, but it becomes irresponsible when younger 
students, new to the subject, are told that the study of religions as 
such has no particular method. In such cases it appears that the re-
searchers in question feel a professional need to continue to be iden-
tified above all as whatever they were before. Anthropologists, for 
example, once they have undergone their double intiation through 
field work and first publication, are sometimes a bit like boy scouts 
who have the saying "Once a scout, always a scout". The result is a 

failure to achieve "discipline identification"5 or integration with re-
spect to specialised, or new fields of study such as "religions". 

A fourth reason for a certain amount of confusion is the develop-
ment of serious methodological divergence as the result of an interest 
in new lines of thought which seem to make their own methodological 
claims. Sometimes new insights in a particular direction seem to de-
mand to take over the methodological discussion entirely, while ear-
lier gains are despised or forgotten. For example, because it is inter-
esting to consider religion as a pattern of brain operations, we are 
tempted to regard cognitive science as the appropriate method for 
studying religions. If we are not careful, the need for fieldwork, for 
textual studies, and for disciplined comparison may then be forgot-
ten. Putting it more generally, it is not infrequent for interesting fig-
ures such as Claude Lévy-Strauss or Michel Foucault to make the 
running, creating a bandwagon effect which disregards some of the 
everyday methodological requirements of the study of religions. The 
impact of various intellectual currents must surely be taken up 

4 
Phrases built on the pattern "ethnology of x" and equivalents in other lan-

guages such as "X-ethnologie" are easily framed but usually very imprecise 
in their meaning. 
5 

Although it may sound somewhat forbidding, this phrase (Pye 1991) refers 
to a normal and appropriate process in any discipline which is enriched by 
recruits from varied quarters. 

13 
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keenly by specialists in religion, as in the case of other disciplines, 
but at the same time it is necessary to work out carefully where the 
possibilities of integration lie. Otherwise tested and worthwhile 
methods will simply be scorned or forgotten in favour of a series of 
fashions. 

Fifth, in recent years there has been an increasing recognition that 
the "history of religions" is not, and indeed never really was quite the 
same as "history" in a looser or more general sense. The adumbration 
within the field of history implied by the adjunct "of religions" im-
plies an incipient theoretical horizon. It has therefore been asserted 
not infrequently that "history of religions" somehow brings along 
with it the systematic, comparative or typological study of religions. 
However, this is not enough. Simply to make this connection does not 
provide the methodological integration which we require. Moreover 
this stance deflects attention from the possibility of extremely valu-
able field research among the numerous religions open to direct 
study today. It is adopted, typically, by those who prefer to reject out 
of hand the methodological contributions of the various social sci-
ences in favour of "the historico-philological" method. The approach 
also obscures the important point that "comparison" may be carried 
out both with respect to the internal characteristics of religion 
(leading to the typologies typical of the phenomenological school) and 
also with respect to functionalist explanations over the much wider 
range of sociological and psychological research. One cannot simply 
say that it is the "comparative" part of research which somehow 
makes the study of religions systematic and therefore scientific, or 
that this feature in itself makes it a distinctive discipline. 

Sixth, the argument has moved forward in recent years. It has be-
come widely accepted, contrary to the last mentioned trend, that 
"history of religions" can only stand in a full sense for the "study of 
religions" if the latter iself is also understood to be located within the 
overall range of the social and/or cultural sciences. Nevertheless 
these two major wings, the historico-philological (often with an em-
phasis on the study of texts) and the social-scientific, are still some-
times contrasted, as if inimical to each other. The recent debate over 
the name of the International Association for the History of Religions 
(IAHR), conducted during the years 1990-95, reflected these ten-
sions, although it also had pragmatic aspects. In general it may be 
said that, because of their varying academic formation throughout 
the world, representatives of various trends in this discussion did not 
always find it easy to understand one another. This was the case 
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even when some important positions were in fact shared, as in the 

contributions by Ugo Bianchi and Donald Wiebe.6  
For all of these reasons uncertainty and lack of direction is often 

sensed by students and younger researchers. Nevertheless, it is ar-
gued here, considerable agreement can be perceived in the experience 
of specialists about how to go about studying religions. We will now 
turn, therefore, to strategic considerations for the development of an 
integrated methodology for the study of religions. 

Strategic considerations 

It is no longer sufficient simply to set out in a miscellaneous list, as 
has often been done, the apparently varied tasks of history, compari-
son, phenomenology, hermeneutics, sociology, psychology, phenome-
nology and so on. What is needed is to make the necessary effort to 
correlate and integrate clearly those features of academic (or in some 
languages "scientific") method which are particularly necessary in 
the study of religions. This will make truly inter-disciplinary discus-
sions with specialists in other disciplines far more fruitful. What, 
then, are the key strands in a methodologically integrated study of 
religions? Without claiming finality, this paper will now continue by 
giving a broadly conceived answer to this question. Three focal points 
in the articulation of an integrated methodology for the disciplined 
study of religions will be first briefly mentioned and then treated in 
more detail below. 

First is the relation between subject-matter and method. Certain 
methodological orientations arise out of the simplest available mor-
phology of the subject-matter, namely in terms of four elementary 
aspects of religion. This amounts to an adumbration of the field to be 
studied rather than a pointed definition of the object of study. The 
four aspects to which attention is drawn are: the behavioural, the 
conceptual, the subjective and the social. This enumeration is re-
duced here to a form which is as simple as possible without gross 
omission, and further details and argumentation thereon may be 
found elsewhere (Pye 1972; Pye 1994). It will also be noticed that 
these four elementary aspects are enumerated at such a level of ab-
straction that they can also be discerned in other subject-matters, 
e.g. sport or politics. However as soon as the pattern is filled out with 

6 
Their statements, and other related contributions, are preserved in the 

informal IAHR bulletins between 1990 and 1995, when the discussion was 
taking place. 
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an example (or "a case") of religion, certain methodological require-
ments emerge quite clearly which may not be applicable in quite the 
same way to all other fields of research. These will be explained be-
low. 

The second focus is the relation between sources and method. 
Sources are not the same as subject-matter. The subject-matter is a 
complex set of socio-cultural data for which sources provide evidence. 
The methodological question here is, therefore, how the sources in 
question should be studied. Thus the focus on sources gives rise to 
secondary methodological orientations arising out of the threefold 
nature of the primary sources available for study, namely written, 
oral and material sources. There is no unique method here which is 
particularly characteristic of the study of the religions. However 
there is a characteristic clustering of methods which arises out of the 
particular grouping of the sources which are relevant. As will be 
seen, one of the most important requirements in this regard is to 
achieve a coherent correlation between the "historico-philological" 
method and the methods typical of fieldwork in "living" and "oral" 
situations. 

The third focal point lies in the methodological requirements of 
theory formation. It is necessary to distinguish between "theory" and 
"method", because an interest in new theories has often been mis-
taken for methodological advance. For example, a theory on gender 
relations in religion, or an interest in semiotics or cybernetics, does 
not necessarily imply an advance or a change in methodology as 
such. Admittedly, new theoretical positions may lead to some meth-
odological adjustment. However there are two major aspects of 
method which contribute in particular degree to the development of 
categories and theories in the study of religions, namely: comparison 
and contextualisation. Since these are not exciting, like new theoreti-
cal approaches learned from elsewhere, they are sometimes neglected 
and scorned. Sometimes, too, they are over-emphasised. The main 
problem here, as a third step, is to correlate them appropriately with 
the requirements which emerge from the subject-matter and from the 
sources available. 

Subject matter and method 

These three focal points will now be explained in a little more detail. 
As indicated above, the enumeration of the conceptual, behavioural, 
social and subjective aspects of religion is regarded here as being the 
briefest possible indication of the subject matter which maintains a 
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holistic view of it. That is, the enumeration enables us to think of the 
subject matter at once aspectually and conspectually. It may be that 
the same enumeration could be applied to other subject-matters, but 
the picture takes on colour in the study of religions when a particular 
religion or religions are regarded in this way. Any further delineation 
leads into increasingly complex questions of morphology and ty-
pology, about which differences of view might increasingly arise. 
However, the disagreements would be theoretical, not methodologi-
cal. At the level of methodological reflection currently entertained it 
does not matter if views differ about the way in which morphological 
theories might be developed in greater detail, e.g. by listing more 
"dimensions", as done by Ninian Smart for example (Smart 1996). It 
should be noted therefore that, at this point, I am concerned only 
with the elementary methodological principles which arise from the 
simplest possible delineation of the subject matter. 

The first requirement is that as far as possible, that is, as far as the 
available sources and research facilities permit, all four of these four 
elementary aspects should be considered in their integral relation to 
each other. Stating it negatively, for example, religious ideas should 
not be studied as if they had no relation whatever to religious behav-
iour. If this is done the researcher is likely to end by simply contrib-
uting to the further development of the religious tradition in question 
(as many pursuing "religious studies" in fact do). Similarly, the sub-
jective aspects of religion cannot be completely separated from their 
conceptual accompaniment, a point which it has still seemed neces-
sary to argue quite recently, and widely, in connection with mysti- 

cism.7 Or again, the social forms of religion should not be studied as if 
it does not really matter what the people involved think, feel or do. 
That is to say, the conceptual, subjective and behavioural aspects 
should be taken into account at the same time. For practical purposes 
a partial study may be undertaken, concentrating on one aspect by 
itself, but at least it should be recognised that the other aspects are 
latently relevant. In other words religion should be studied both as-
pectually and conspectually. 

The second methodological requirement arising at this same level 
of analysis is that the poly-aspectual subject-matter should be stud-
ied, in the first instance, in terms of its integral meaning for the be-
lievers or participants in question. That is to say, it should be studied 
without reference to the value orientation or possible explanatory 
hypotheses of the researcher. If this is not attempted, the emergent 

See Mysticism and Religious Traditions (Katz 1983), a multi-authored 
work in which all contributors take this view. 
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characterisation is very likely to be misleading in some significant 
respect. Naturally, it is perfectly legitimate, and indeed desirable, to 
proceed at a later point to questions of explanatory theory, and in-
deed later still into questions of truth and value which go beyond the 
task of the study of religions (Religionswissenschaft) as such. But in 
the first instance the study of religions should be recognitional, 
that is, the integral meaning of the subject-matter for the believers or 
participants in question should be recognised in its own right. It is 
this which requires to be elucidated and characterised in the first 
instance. Otherwise mistakes will surely be made which will vitiate 
any other forms of enquiry or debate. The word "recognitional" is 
newly coined to express this because of problems with other previ-
ously used terminology, as will be illustrated in the next paragraph. 
This feature of the necessary method includes a) elucidation and b) 
characterisation, two steps for which the wider discussion of herme-
neutics is relevant. 

This second methodological requirement has in fact been a com-
monplace in the study of religions since the emergence of the phe-
nomenological tradition (in the study of religions), the term "bracket-
ing" having become popular to express it. Unfortunately the point 
has often been obscured because it has been found necessary to reject 
other emphases found in the work of those who supposedly espoused 
it. In particular, it has been shown many times that leading repre-
sentatives of the "phenomenological" school did not in fact proceed 
phenomenologically in this sense, or at least not consistently. Rather, 
they pushed and pulled their materials into more or less theological 
categories derived from or characteristic of Christianity. G. Van der 

Leeuw and Friedrich Heiler are prime examples of this.8 In spite of 
this deficit it is very important that specialists in the study of relig-
ions should continue to attempt to study them as systems which have 
meaning for their believers or participants. Previously I have tried to 
preserve at least the adverb "phenomenologically" to indicate this 
important methodological requirement. In view of the dense forest of 
potential misunderstandings, however, I have now decided to aban-
don it altogether. That is the reason for the introduction of the word 
"recognitional". Earlier, like others, I have usually stressed the im-
portance of the "self-understanding" of the believers, and I believe 
that Jacques Waardenburg has been making a similar point by re- 

8 	
i It is hardly necessary to go into this in detail, but attention may be drawn 

to recent assessments of van der Leeuw (by Jacques Waardenburg) and of 
Heiler (by myself) in Axel Michaels Klassiker der Religionswissenschaft 
(1997). 
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ferring to their "intentionality" (Waardenburg 1986: 241 ff.). However 
both of these terms focus a little too heavily on the conceptual aspect 
of religion. The term "recognitional" means that the researcher gives 
full recognition to the complex of experience covered by all four main 
aspects of religion for those who are involved in it. 

This argument includes the idea that "specialists in the study of 
religions should continue to attempt to study them as systems which 
have meaning for their believers or participants", to repeat the 
phrasing already used. The word "attempt" is used deliberately here, 
for it is commonly held today that total objectivity or non-subjectivity 
simply cannot be achieved. This is not the place for a general discus-
sion about the viability of a "value-free" science. However I firmly 
reject the oversimplified view that, because it is difficult to study re-
ligious systems in their own terms, this should not, and may not be 
attempted. To accept such a view would lead away from science into 
mere arbitrariness, and simply allow old prejudices to be replaced by 
new ones. However sophisticated the epistemological discussion be-
comes, there remains a difference between achieving a good elucida-
tion and characterisation of the religion of a specified group of people, 
or getting it all wrong because one's own beliefs and values continu-
ally get in the way. 

The third methodological requirement arising out of the subject-
matter as delineated above is that, even while proceeding on the one 
hand recognitionally, attention should also be given to the potential 
emergence of questions or insights which stand in tension to, or cut 
across, the self-understanding of the believers or participants. This 
tension increases with the move from elucidation towards characteri-
sation and into explanation. As a result the tension arises for the 
following three reasons, which may amount to a particular character-
istic of the methodology appropriate to the study of religion as a 
complex, but integrated enterprise. 

a) Within any one example studied, a structure may appear which is 
not apparent, or only partially apparent, to the believers or par-
ticipants in question. The researcher's perception of this structure 
may therefore be more "correct" than that of the believers or par-
ticipants (in so far as they are interested in the matter at all). At 
this point therefore the first degree of tension arises over against 
the idea (which used to be designated as "phenomenological") that 
the believers are "completely right" (Kristensen 1960: 14). 

b) The structure of any one religion may be rendered more visible as 
the result of comparative studies, that is, the as yet continuing, 
recognitional study of further cases. Though any one study in it- 
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self will continue to be recognitional, the theoretical perspective 
resulting from comparative knowledge may not be visible to the 
believers or participants, and if it becomes visible it may not be 
acceptable. This is the second degree of tension. 

c) Finally, the intersections of any one of the four aspects set out 
above with related historical or socio-cultural contexts are likely 
to give rise to correlational reflections which require, and suggest, 
explanation in the stronger sense of the word. This is the normal 
task of those wider disciplines such as sociology or psychology 
which have a strongly explanational orientation. However it also 
applies to other contextual studies such as intellectual history, in 
so far as it includes the history of religious ideas as part of a much 
wider whole, or to contextual behavioural studies of different 
kinds such as research into the operations of the brain. 

Sources and methods 

The enumeration of the four basic aspects of religion has allowed and 
required us to make the first steps in the definition of the necessary 
methodology for their study. As noted earlier, further delineation of 
the subject matter in detail leads into questions of morphology and 
typology, and only secondarily into methodological questions. The 
next major step in the identification of a correct methodology lies 
elsewhere, namely in a general view of the sources. Again, the sim-
plest possible view which does justice to the whole is preferred. This 
is as follows. The sources for the study of religions fall into three 
major groups: written sources, oral sources, material sources. 
"Material sources" here includes artifacts, buildings, non-verbal sym-
bols, bodily positions and movements, etc.. The order "written, oral, 
material" reflects nothing more than the order in which they have, 
historically, come to be perceived as relevant. It could be reversed or 
jumbled. However the perception of the importance of all three is im-
portant, and does not always occur. For example it seems to be rather 
neglected in the collected essays of Kurt Rudolph (1992). While each 
of the three major classes of source has attracted its own methodo-
logical debates in the past (hermeneutics, problems of access, and so 
on), it is important today to correlate them in an integrated fashion. 
Successful correlation at this level will help to stabilise the discipline 
of the study of religions. 

Each of these three main kinds of source has leading characteris-
tics which overlap with those of the others. Taken severally, the 
leading characteristics of the sources are as follows. (a) Written 
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sources are linguistic, mainly historical, and only to a lesser extent 
field-based. (b) Oral sources are linguistic, mainly field-based, and 
only to a lesser extent historical. (c) Material sources are above all 
field-based and historical, and only in a derived or contextual sense 
linguistic. Thus, it will be seen that each of the three main types of 
source shares a leading characteristic with one of the other two, the 
common leading characteristics being as follows. Written and oral 
sources are preeminently linguistic, when compared with material 
sources. Oral and material sources are preeminently field-based, 
when compared with written sources. Material and written sources 
are preeminently historical, when compared with oral sources. That 
there can be a natural integration of these perspectives in the service 
of the study of religions can be illustrated in an easily conceived dia-
gram. 

OS Oral Source 
WS Written Source 
MS Material Source 

A Linguistic knowledge required 
B Fieldwork required 
C participants/believers often not 

available 

Some of these relations will seem immediately obvious, but others 
may be less so. Oral sources are primarily field-based, and in further 
detail attract the modes of enquiry developed largely in social an-
thropology and sociology. They are only "historical" in cases where 
they have been gathered and elucidated in the past. In a weaker 
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sense oral sources are also part of recent history. Material sources 
(buildings, ritual objects, bodily positions and movements, etc.) may 
be rather new, but most commonly they are part of a continuous his-
tory and may even be very old. Moreover, material sources are not 
themselves linguistic in character. (This aspect may be accentuated 
by referring to them negatively as "non-verbal sources".) Although 
they take on their meaning from contexts which have a linguistic as-
pect, which may be at least partly recoverable, it is methodologically 
important to draw in the appropriate methods of archaeology, nu-
mismatics, art history, and so on. It would be desirable to develop 
this sub-field of methodology further to take particular account of 
objects used mainly or only in religious contexts. There does not, as 
yet, seem to be any comprehensive name for this. Traditional terms 
like "iconography" only refer to a part of it. As to written sources, 
care is needed to perceive their full range. Written sources include 
both well-known texts, little known but formally impressive texts, 
inscriptions of many kinds and from many periods, and ephemeral 
texts. Such texts may be wholly, partly, or only indirectly religious in 
intention, a point which also applies to artifacts. 

The most important point which arises out of an integrated grasp of 
methodology at this level is as follows. It is evident that the 
"historical" or the "historical-philological" method is not enough by 
itself to meet the methodological requirements of the study of relig-
ions. It should be realised however, that the "extra" which is required 
does not arise simply because of the tradition of associating 
"comparative" studies with the history of religions. The "systematic" 
requirements of Religionswissenschaft are more far-reaching and 
strenuous than this. Such a view does not do justice to the require-
ments arising from the main groups of sources. In particular, it fails 
to integrate the methods drawn from history on the one hand and 
social anthropology on the other hand, even though both of these are 
widely recognised to be of great relevance to the study of religions. 
When the methods are appropriately clustered and integrated the 
study of religions is much the stronger. 

Methodology and theory formation 

This section of the argument will be stated with particular brevity 
because it is really a different subject and there is no intention here 
of moving into theory as such. The detailed development of typolo-
gies, for example, belongs to the realm of theoretical reflection rather 
than to methodology as such. It was noted earlier that it is necessary 
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to distinguish between "theory" and "method", for the simple reason 
that an interest in new theories is often confused with methodological 
advance. However there are two aspects of method, or strands in the 
clustered methods which make up the discipline of the study of relig-
ions, which contribute in particular to the development of theoretical 
categories and models in the study of religion. These are, above all, 
comparison and contextualisation. Where do these methods, or as-
pects of method, belong in an integrated discipline for the study of 
religions? 

In certain ways, comparison and contextualisation overlap with 
each other. A comparison may be developed on the basis of two or 
more cases of religion which are being studied recognitionally. That 
is to say, several religions or aspects of religions which have been ef-
fectively characterised can thereupon be compared. This will lead 
into the construction of thematic elucidatory categories (such as pil-
grimage, tradition, mysticism) or of explanatory categories (such as 
syncretism) which are internal to religious systems. However, com-
parison may also be of great interest in the elaboration of explana-
tory hypotheses which correlate religious data with other social or 
psychological factors. This was massively exemplified by Max Weber, 
for example, whose work, while contextual, was also comparative. In 
summary, comparison is required both in the recognitional phase and 
in the explanatory phase of the study of religion. Contextualisation 
means, as may readily be understood, considering one or more of the 
aspects of a given case of religion in the setting of its historical, socio-
cultural and even biological context. While this may have an instruc-
tive value in the recognitional phase, it becomes much more promi-
nent and is indeed indispensable in the fully explanatory phase. Con-
textualisation is ambiguous in the recognitional phase of study. It 
may be necessary for the elucidation of what believers mean. Incor-
rectly handled, however, it may lead imperceptibly but mercilessly 
away from the self-understanding of the believers or participants. 
Explanatory theories, on the other hand, quite correctly, only make 
sense in context. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this argument was to illustrate in brief that methodo-
logical integration in the disciplined study of religions can be 
achieved with relative simplicity. Of course there is a continuous 
need for clarification and discussion at specific points. Strategically 
however, what is needed at the present time is not so much discus- 
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sion of the detail as a clear focus on those features of academic or 
"scientific" method which are necessary and fruitful in the disciplined 
study of religions. This will make it easier to carry on worthwhile 
methodological and theoretical discussions with specialists in other 
fields which themselves require distinctive methodological orienta-
tions. If the detail is left aside, some important clarifications have 
emerged. It has been seen that there is a need for coordination and 
clustering of the various methods corresponding to the sources which 
are in fact available for scrutiny. The undogmatic perception of these 
sources leads in particular to the correlation of fieldwork methods 
with historical methods, and relativises the latter considerably. It 
has also been seen that the special character of the discipline does 
not lie merely in a cross-fertilisation between historical and com-
parative method. This popular correlation is a mis-match which does 
justice neither to the appropriate clustering of methods as related to 
sources, nor to the ways in which comparison is related to both rec-
ognitional and explanatory research 

Finally, it is important to insist that, at the level of greatest gen-
eralisation, the procedures for the study of religions, though open to 
refinement, are not arbitrary or optional. Elucidation and characteri-
sation are not optional. In the academic study of religions they 
should precede explanation. Moreover elucidation and characterisa-
tion must also be "recognitional", as explained above. Neither relig-
ious ingression, for example in the form of theological debate, nor 
premature explanatory reductionism are acceptable in this phase of 
research. Again, the broad classification of sources is not really op-
tional. The available sources cannot be pushed around on the basis of 
personal whim or university politics. There really are oral sources 
and material sources in the field as well as the well-known and less 
well-known written sources. 

Methodological integration is envisaged here. The disciplined study 
of religion cannot be split down the middle, for example between his-
tory and ethnology, just because some people prefer to work with a 
certain kind of source material or prefer a certain kind of professional 
badge. It is an unduly easy alibi to say that the study of religion is 

"interdisciplinary", even if this is helpful in a preliminary way.9  All 
too often an emphasis on "interdisciplinarity" seems to suggest an 
openness to a variety of methods while it in fact allows the challenge 
of methodological reflection to be avoided. By contrast, as has been 

9 
C.f. Don Wiebe's criticism of "polymethodism" advanced during the 1997 

Turku conference. 
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seen above, the discipline of the study of religions both requires and 
can find its own specific methodological integration. 
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ILKKA PYYSIÄINEN & KIMMO KETOLA 

Rethinking 'God' 

The Concept of 'God' as a Category in Com-
parative Religion 

Our argument consists of the following six steps: 

1. Comparative religion should not remain isolated from other sci-
ences; 

2. To enable interdisciplinary dialogue with other fields of study, 
scholars in comparative religion should make use of precise scien-
tific concepts; 

3. 'God' is not a scientific but an emic concept used intuitively; 
4. Behind our intuitions about the concept of 'god' there are implicit 

Judeo-Christian assumptions; 
5. Substituting 'superhuman agent' for 'god' is no solution. 
6. Some possible solutions: 

A) We might use the concept of 'god' only as a loose heuristic or in-
terpretative term and drop it from theoretical language; 

B) We might also restrict the concept of 'god' only to Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam, and conceptualize other traditions pre-
ferring their own emic terms; 

C) 'God' is made to refer to a very broad category of all kinds of en-
tities somehow violating people's expectations of how entities or-
dinarily behave, and conceived of as superior to humans. 

1. Comparative religion should not remain isolated from other 
sciences 

There seems to be a dilemma concerning our academic identity: ei-
ther we have a clear-cut identity based on 'theological' presupposi-
tions concerning the sui generis nature (see McCutcheon 1997) of the 
object of our study; or we may aspire to a more scientifically rigorous 
approach. In that case, we cannot as clearly identify the object of our 
study, and therefore the independent scientific identity of our disci-
pline becomes suspect (see Lawson and McCauley 1993b; Wiebe 
1999). 

Thus, comparative religion has all too often been understood in the 
scientific community as an odd humanistic enterprise somewhere 
between theology and real science. This we consider an unhappy 



state of affairs. We think that comparative religion should be prac-
tised in dialogue with other fields of social science, and that religious 
phenomena offer a very significant field where various psychological, 
sociological and cognitive theories may be tested — even if there is no 
such 'thing' or entity as religion as a clearly demarcated object. 

2. To enable interdisciplinary dialogue with other fields of 
study, scholars in comparative religion should make use of 

precise scientific concepts 

If we take comparative religion to be a humanistic and social scien-
tific discipline (as we think it should be taken), we have to accept 
that in describing and explaining religion we must make use of pre-
cise scientific concepts. As comparative approach implies concepts 
that are universally applicable, we should not remain satisfied with 
mere emic concepts, be they our own emic religious concepts or emic 
concepts of another culture. Although scientific concepts can, in the 
last analysis, be shown to rest on folk categories and assumptions 
without ultimate foundation (Saariluoma 1997: 11-12; see also Milli-
can and Clark 1996), they, nevertheless, are precise and effective in 
the context in which they are primarily used. Thus, if we use emic 
folk categories as starting point, we should at least be able somehow 
to transform them into analytic, etic categories (Saler 1993: 1). 

3. `God' is not a scientific but an emic concept used intuitively 

Although almost all other central concepts by which scholars in com-
parative religion operate have by now received careful analyses, the 
use of the concept of 'god' is still guided by nothing but the scholars' 
subjective intuitions. Such concepts as 'tabu', 'sacred', totemism', etc. 
have all been lifted from religious contexts and have already been 
quite carefully problematized and thus made into etic categories for 
comparative use. Only 'god' is still used without any well formed cri-
teria for its operationalisation. This may, perhaps, be because prob-
lematizing 'god' is considered to belong to philosophy of religion, not 
to comparative religion which is an empirical science. However, 
problematizing 'god' does not necessarily mean doing normative on-
tology, but only conceptual clarification. This is what we are calling 
for. 

4. Behind our intuitions about the concept of 'god' there are 

implicit Judeo-Christian assumptions 

If we do not have any clear idea of what exactly constitutes the cate-
gory of 'gods', we are implicitly guided by the Judeo-Christian and 
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Islamic traditions'. This is largely because our discipline originated 
in Europe, and various nineteenth-century European debates on re-
ligion are still shaping our field. Thus, we may think we are using 
neutral concepts when we speak of 'African gods', 'American Indian' 
gods, etc., because we think there is a category of 'gods' in which the 
Christian God is only one member. We imagine that we can simply 
forget the Christian connotations of 'god' when we deal with Indian 
gods, ancient Finnish gods, etc.; and yet the whole category of 'gods' is 
built on Christian presuppositions. Thus, the attributes of the Chris-
tian God are silently smuggled into other traditions by naming vari-
ous kinds of mythological beings as 'gods' (see, e.g. Haavio 1959; 
Davidson 1986; Sjoestedt 1994.) 

As to the Judeo-Christian concept of 'god', we should, first of all, be 
careful to notice that there is no such entity as 'Christianity' (or 
`Buddhism', etc.), only a rather heterogeneous tradition (see Boyer 
1987; Pyysiäinen 1993: 15-17) and culture (see Sperber 1990; Sper-
ber 1996) referred to by the words `Christian(ity)' (see also Boyer 
1992: 39-40, 48-49). This tradition may have partly very ancient 
roots, but its now prevalent official versions are mostly an outcome of 
the mingling of Greek philosophy and Judaic mythology. 

The traditional Christian doctrine of 'god' took its definitive form in 
the Middle Ages, and is best represented by St. Thomas of Aquinas 
who follows the traditions of Philo, the Neoplatonists and 
Pseudo-Dionysius in thinking that we can only know that god exists, 
not his essence. Therefore his description mostly consists of negations 
saying what god is not. This gradual eliminaton of predicates finally 
leads us to distinguish God from all other beings. Yet Thomas em-
phasizes that denying predicates of God does not mean that he lacks 
them, but that he exceeds them. God also has such positive predi-
cates as 'good' and 'wise', which, however, only describe him in so far 
as our intellect can know him, and thus represent him only imper-
fectly (Copleston 1985/2: 347-362.) 

According to Aquinas (1962-63/1: Q III art. 1-8): 

1) God does not have a body (Deum non esse corpus) 

Benson Saler (1993) is willing to accept Judaism, Christianity, and Islam 
as the most prototypical religions upon which our theorizing about the con-
cept of 'religion' primarily rests. Timothy Fitzgerald (1997: 93), for his part, 
argues that the concept of 'religion' "picks out nothing distinctive and ... 
clarifies nothing", merely distorting the field, as it is so intimately tied to the 
idea that there is "one ultimate reality, God or the Transcendent, and a 
multiplicity of ways or paths and manifestations of this One." 

14 
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2) God is not a composition of matter (materiam) and form (forma) 
3) God is one with his essence (essentia) and nature (natura) 
4) God is not only his essence but also his existence 
5) God does not appear as a species in any genus (Deus non est in 

genere sicut species) or as a cause (sicut principium) 
6) There can be no "accidents" (accidens) in god 
7) God is totally one (Deum omnino esse simplicem) 
8) God cannot be combined with anything 

Such theological attributes of god have partly found their way into 
the Christian folk religion in which God is now understood as great, 
good, creator, even omnipotent and all-knowing, to be in the heavens, 
to love us, etc. (see also Barrett and Keil 1996). 

5. Substituting 'superhuman agent' for 'god' is no solution 

Expressions such as 'superhuman agent' (Lawson and McCauley 
1993a), `nonnatural entities' (Barrett and Keil 1996), and 
`extrahuman entities' (Boyer 1993: 4) are often used to refer to supe-
rior beings "that humans religiously engage", or to "points at which 
humans relate to the other', as William Paden puts it (Paden 1994: 
121-122). (Paden, however, also says that the study of gods requires 
"phenomenological analysis that is not governed by Western, theistic 
premises.") These concepts are problematic, however. 

It has been pointed out long ago, that the concepts of 'nature' and 
'natural' are always culturally determined (e.g. Durkheim 1960; see 
also Pyysiäinen 1996a: 25-51). In the West, the concept of 'nature' 
has from the 14th  century onwards been strongly shaped by the natu-
ral sciences. The idea of a lawfully governed natural universe, as op-
posed to supernature, has been formed in a long dialogue between 
science and Christian theology (see Crombie 1959/2). Even in popular 
Western language, 'supernatural' usually covers everything that is 
not subject to empirical testing and scientific observation. It is usu-
ally agreed in particular that gods do not belong to the category of 
the empirical. 

Now, our idea of `supernature' is of course tied to our idea of what 
is natural, and as this depends on our own culture, `supernature' is 
also not a universal notion. Plato, as Arthur Lovejoy once observed, is 
the real 'father of otherworldliness' in the Western tradition. He pos-
tulated the existence of a Completely Other supraworldly reality as 
the necessitating ground of the sensible world (Lovejoy 1964: 39-50), 
and St. Thomas then finally established the adjective supernaturale 
in theological vocabulary. 
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Substituting 'superhuman' for 'supernatural' is no solution, unless 
we mean by it something that transcends what the particular people 
in question consider human, i.e. humanlike beings with certain coun-
terintuitive properties (see Boyer 1994: 113-123). But, even that is 
not enough. If we ask "in what sense precisely gods are superhu-
man?", we also have to ask "in what sense do they differ from other 
superhuman things?" In realizing that there are different senses to 
the notion of 'superhuman', we may begin to sense some implicit as-
sumptions behind the idea of a superhuman agent as a necessary 
element in religion (as suggested in Lawson and McCauley 1993a: 61, 
82, 89, 112, 124, 165). 

Computers, for example, can be said to be superhuman as they far 
exceed human capacities for calculation. Also many animals are su-
perhuman in that they can perform all kinds of feats we humans can 
only dream of. Should we, then, categorize computers, tigers, ele-
phants, etc. as peculiar kinds of gods? And if we do not allow this, we 
must ask ourselves "why not?" We believe that the reason lies in our 
implicit assumptions. If the superhumanly intelligent computer were 
also nonmaterial and eternal, perhaps we would not hesitate to call it 
a god.2  Thus, the concept of a mere 'superhuman agent' is too vague 
as a necessary determinant of religion. 

However, sometimes the word 'god' really is used in a broad sense, 
although then the user usually knows that he or she is merely using 
the Christian concept of 'God' as an analogy. Thus, if, say Bruce 
Springsteen, is considered superhuman because of his musical great-
ness, he is referred to as 'god'. Or, when Paul Churchland (1995: 246) 
writes that if Gödel is right then there must be arithmetic truths that 
are beyond our "armory of algorithmic procedures, truths that some 
superior being with an even larger armory might be able to prove 
where we could not", this no doubt sounds religious to some. The no-
tion of a 'superior being' is clearly analoguous to 'god' in a certain 
sense, and yet there is little reason to say on these grounds that 

2 
Of course many gods at least occasionally appear in animal form, and 

Justin Barrett and Frank Keil (1996) replaced 'God' by a supercomputer 
called `Uncomp' to see how god concepts differ from other nonnatural enti-
ties, as they conducted psychological experiments about people's ways of 
conceptualizing God. (Also Uncomp was anthropomorphized but much less 
than God.) Should we then broaden the scope of the concept of 'god' to in-
clude everything somehow great but not human, or should we somehow dif-
ferentiate it from some extrahuman beings such as animals and computers? 
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Churchland is 'religious' (see also McCauley 1996; cf. Pyysiäinen 
1996b). 

6. Some possible solutions 

We have shown the category of 'gods' to be problematic in compara-
tive religion. What should we then do with the concept of 'god'? We 
have no definite answer. Among the alternatives are the following: 

1) We may, of course, use the concept only as a loose heuristic or in-
terpretative term without any ambitions to generalize. We might 
conclude simply that there are no common features in different 
religious beliefs concerning various entities and that there exists 
only some kind of family resemblance in accordance with which 
we may loosely employ the concept of 'god'. Because of the central-
ity of the concept of 'god' in comparative religion, this solution 
would quite largely negate our thesis about the necessity of pre-
cise, scientific concepts in comparative religion. 

2) We may also restrict the use of the concept of 'god' only to Juda-
ism, Christianity and Islam. In other traditions we should then 
likewise only use their various emic terms. This solution, however, 
implies that we also renounce all attempts to form general ex-
planatory theories about these beliefs. This would multiply our 
explanatory attempts to an unhelpful degree as every case would 
require its own theory. 

3) 'God' is made to refer to a broad category of all kinds of entities 
somehow violating people's expectations of how entities in every-
day world ordinarily behave (and are perhaps somehow 'superior' 
to humans). We would then be talking about beings that involve 
what Pascal Boyer (1994: 113-123) has called 'counterintuitive 
claims'. In this case the category of 'gods' may become so large and 
so vague that it becomes necessary to employ some additional cri-
teria, like 'sacredness' (cf. Anttonen 1996; Paden 1996 and Paden 
1999: 165-180) in order to separate it from all kinds of lesser be-
ings such as ghosts and spirits (see Pyysiäinen 1996b). This, how-
ever, would open up the question all over again. In other words, 
what separates gods from other kinds of superhuman beings? We 
consider this a rather pressing issue in comparative religion at the 
moment. 
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HEIKKI RÄISÄNEN 

Tradition, Experience, Interpretation 

A Dialectical Model for Describing the Devel-
opment o Religious Thought 

Every scholar of early Christian thought will discover a great deal of 
variety and change, and many traces of conflict, in her or his sources 
(see e.g. Dunn 1990). On a smaller scale, similar features are ob-
served by scholars of the Qur'an, my second area of interest (cf. 
Räisänen 1997, 125-130 on the phenomenon of "abrogation" within 
the Qur'an). In both cases one is faced with vivid processes of evolv-
ing thought. Ninian Smart has stressed that "there is a dialectic be-
tween experience and doctrine" (Smart 1971: 24). Yet this aspect of 
religion may not always receive as much attention as it deserves in 
the science of religion. A recent survey observes that, in general, the 
"mutable, processive character of a religion's ongoing life has tended 
to be overlooked by comparative religionists almost as much as it will 
probably be denied by the devotees of a tradition." (Lott 1988: 31.) 
The role of conflict in particular probably tends to be underestimated. 

Both in trying to work out a history-of-religion account of early 
Christian thought' (see Räisänen 1990), and in trying to understand 
the Qur'an with empathy (Räisänen 1971; Räisänen 1997: 81-136), I 
have often found it useful to envisage religious thought in terms of a 
dialectic between tradition, experience and interpretation (Räisänen 
1990: 122-136). This means that religious thought develops in a 
process in which traditions are time and again interpreted in the 
light of new experiences, and vice versa: experiences are interpreted 
in the light of traditions. In other words, elements of the tradition are 
reinterpreted, but this happens in the framework of the very tradi- 

The choice of religious thought as my topic does not imply that I regard the 
cognitive aspect of religion as the most important one; only that it is impor-
tant enough to deserve attention in its own right. 
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tion in question.' The emphasis can be put on different sides, either 
on tradition or on experience. The point is to underline the "process" 
and its dynamics — to call attention to change, reinterpretation, ac-
tualization and reapplication of traditions.' 

A comparison with the model of Wilfred Cantwell Smith 

At first blush, such a model seems akin to Wilfred Cantwell Smith's 
scheme of "cumulative tradition" and personal "faith" which rightly 
stresses change, variety, and the dynamic character of the 
"dialectical process" (Smith 1964: 139-173).4  With this pair of con-
cepts, "cumulative tradition" and "faith", Smith wants to replace the 
concept of "religion(s)" which he considers an abstraction (here I have 
no quarrel with him). He stresses the role of living persons: "one can-
not understand the religious life of men unless one sees them as men, 
vividly; living, actual men in real — and differing — situations, par-
ticipant each one in a religious tradition that in its concrete actuality 
is particular for him" (Smith 1964: 150). "Each person is presented 
with a cumulative tradition and grows up among other persons to 
whom that tradition is meaningful. From it... and out of the capaci-
ties of his own inner life and the circumstances of his outer life, he 
comes to a faith of his own... His faith is new every morning. It is 
personal... " (Smith 1964: 168-169; cf. Smart 1971: 24 f.) "A man's 
faith is what his tradition means to him. Yet it is, further, what the 
universe means to him, in the light of that tradition." (Smith 1964: 
143; cf. Smith 1981: 47.) 

More questionable seems Smith's "transcendentalist" approach, his 
equating of "cumulative tradition" with "the mundane" element (cf. 
Smith 1964: 145) and faith with "the transcendent" element in relig- 

"... experience and doctrinal interpretation have a dialectical relationship. 
The latter colours the former, but the former also shapes the latter." Smart 
1971: 24. 

The category of "experience" is not so crucial, although I shall plead for it 
too – if for no other reason than the lack of a better category broad enough to 
cover the range of the pertinent phenomena. But it will be seen that it is 
very important to understand "experience" in a comprehensive manner. 

Indeed, when I long ago tried to find some theoretical underpinning for my 
interpretation of the Qur'an, Smith's model was the closest counterpart to 
my own intimations I could find (cf. Räisänen 1971: 100 n. 38). Yet it seemed 
to me that "experience" might be a more fitting (while more general) cate-
gory than "faith". 
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ion (Smith 1964: 141). Faith is inner experience, "a personal quality"; 
there is an analogy between it and love (Smith 1964: 167). A religion 
works in human history as "a dialectical process between the mun-
dane and the transcendent, a process whose locus is the personal 
faith and the lives of men and women ..." (Smith 1964: 168). 

Apart from the "religionist" character of this description (cf. Smith 
1981: 26, 30) an inherent problem is that "faith" is a category derived 
mainly from the (Jewish and) Christian tradition. It is not self-
evidently applicable elsewhere (why focus on the "faith" of a Bud-
dhist or a Hindu?). As for Christians, one person's faith may seem 
unbelief in the eyes of another. A more neutral term seems desirable. 
One can speak of "personal adjustment" of religious beliefs, as Ray-
mond Firth does (1996: 14-47; a definition is found in p. 16). But 
then it can be asked, What is it that makes such adjustment neces-
sary? My answer is: experience. 

What I mean by "experience" is, in accordance with a dictionary 
definition, everything "that happens to one and has an effect on the 
mind and feelings". I am thinking specifically of anything new that 
happens to people, such events as call for adjustment. 

"Experience", then, is not just — not even primarily — an inner 
emotion.' It can very well refer to an external event. In biblical tra-
dition, the sack of Jerusalem (both in 587 BCE and in 70 CE) was a 
dramatic and most influential event which brought about vast ad-
justments in previous convictions. The Babylonian exile proved an 
extremely fertile situation for religious reorientation.6 

The term "experience" points to that "something" which stands 
"between" a tradition and its reinterpretation. From one point of view 
that means new situations or new contexts. But reinterpretation is 
accomplished by persons and groups. "New experience" equals "new 
situation" as perceived by persons or groups. Tradition and experi-
ence are inseparably connected. 

Here I seem to move beyond the position of Smart who identifies "the expe-
riential dimension" of religion with the "emotional" (Smart 1989: 13), focus-
ing on "religious experience" (see e.g. Smart 1971: 21-22). 

The reorientation was not uniform: we find "universalist" ideas, as in Deu-
tero-Isaiah, but also increased ethnocentrism. 
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A comparison with the model of Peter Berger 

Speaking of experience in connection with religion inevitably evokes 
the Rudolf Otto — Mircea Eliade tradition of scholarship.7  I have 
drawn to some extent on the work of Peter Berger, but I want to 
make clear how my view differs from the "emotional-expressive" the-
ory of religion. 

Berger underlines the fundamental difference between religious 
propositions and religious experience. Propositions are products of 
secondary reflection which is caused by religious experiences. The 
"final objective of any inquiry into the religious phenomenon" must 
be the "core experience" in its various forms (Berger 1980: 50, cf. 59). 
Berger speaks of religious experience as "an experience in which a 
metahuman reality is injected into human life" (Berger 1980: 52). He 
reduces what really counts in religion to a timeless, individual expe-
rience of union with the infinite. In this he largely shares the 
"religionist" approach of Mircea Eliade. 

I do regard Berger's distinction between experience and its theo-
retical interpretation as crucial. But I find it important to under-
stand "experience" in a much broader sense than "mystical core ex-
perience". 

The New Testament undoubtedly presupposes certain experiences 
that might qualify as "core experiences", such as Paul's "call vision". 
On the basis of Paul's few first-hand references (Gal 1: 15-16; 1 Cor 
9: 1; cf. 2 Cor 4: 6; the narrative in Acts 9 is clearly secondary) it is 
hardly possible to reconstruct the experience. Instead, we can draw 
conclusions as to what that experience meant for Paul's life and 
thought: his values changed, he felt he had received a new task. And 
yet it is hard to tell the immediate consequences of the experience for 
Paul's life and thought from what dawned on him later on, under the 
influence of later experiences of quite a different kind, such as social 
conflicts caused by his new convictions. Consequently, scholars de-
bate whether Paul developed his theology of "justification" immedi-
ately after his conversion or only much later in connection with intra-
Christian conflicts (cf. Räisänen 1992: 15-47). 

Core experiences do not suffice to explain why the new movement 
emerged as a new religion, distinct from Judaism. It is crucial to find 
out why Paul drew conclusions from his vision that were different 
from those that e.g. James, the brother of Jesus, and other Jewish 
Christians in Jerusalem drew from their visions (cf. the clash hinted 

A similar emphasis, in the study of the Bible, was present in the work of 
the "history-of-religion school"; cf. Räisänen 1990: 13-31. 
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at in Gal. 2: 11-14). The interpretation of experiences (internal and 
external) in a given social context seems much more important for 
the development of early Christianity than "core experiences" in 
themselves. 

Instead of searching only for a certain type of inner experience it 
seems worthwhile to examine the whole spectrum of experiences, in-
cluding quite mundane ones, as reflected in the material. It does not 
seem appropriate to limit oneself to explicitly "religious" experience. 
In fact it is questionable whether "religious" experiences can be sin-
gled out at all as a distinct type of human experience (cf. Batson and 
Ventis 1982: 56-96). 

Unlike Berger and Eliade, I therefore wish to outline a conception 
in which the "profane" everyday reality, bound in time and history, is 
taken with utmost seriousness. 

Quite mundane events can have crucial significance. Thus both the 
sack of Jerusalem and the persecution of pious Jews by the Syrian 
monarch Antiochus Epiphanes deeply influenced Jewish thought. 

The symbolic universe and its influence on experience 

The relative weight given to tradition and experience respectively 
can vary, not only from interpreter to interpreter, but also from case 
to case in the mind of one interpreter. 

Berger notes that "man is an empirical animal"; "his own direct ex-
perience is always the most convincing evidence of the reality of any-
thing" (Berger 1980: 30). This does not mean, however, that man is a 
tabula rasa, covered little by little with new "knowledge" through 
new experiences. On the contrary, all experience and all perception is 
deeply coloured by existing "theory". 

A human being is born into a community, and a community has its 
own tradition. The attempts of previous generations to make sense 
out of experience, to give it form and order have been construed into 
an authoritative total vision of what the world is ultimately like. 
Berger and Thomas Luckmann introduced the concept of "symbolic 
universe" in their influential analysis of this vision (Berger and 
Luckmann 1967). 

A community, then, provides its members with a framework into 
which the experience of the individual is integrated from the start. 
The process of learning the language of the group in particular is a 
process which prepares the individual to perceive the world in a cer-
tain way. His/her experiences are not "bare" ones, but laden with in-
terpretations; we tend to experience what we have symbols for (cf. 
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Sundén 1982: 33, 39). An experience has to be related and accommo-
dated to the inherited values and beliefs of the community; this proc-
ess mostly takes place unconsciously. Thus the symbolic universe 
deeply affects one's experience, or makes experience possible in the 
first place. 

The impact of experience(s) 

On the other hand, tradition is exposed to changes. "All socially con-
structed worlds are inherently precarious." (Berger 1969: 38.) A per-
son can pause to reflect on this or that experience which does not 
quite seem to fit with the tradition. To be sure, most experiences 
support, or can be claimed to support, the inherited symbolic uni-
verse; this universe is, after all, the accumulated result of earlier in-
terpretations of earlier experiences within the community. But there 
is always also a chance that experiences render part of the tradition 
questionable. Then a tension between tradition and experience arises 
which has to be released in one way or another. This process is often 
unconscious; adjustment happens over a longer period of time with-
out overt, conscious decisions. 

In applying the dialectical model, the emphasis can therefore be 
put on different sides. One can stress the role of the tradition which 
affects all experience8 or, conversely, the importance of new experi-
ences. When a time of rapid change (the Babylonian exile of certain 
Jews; the rise of Buddhism, of Christianity or Islam) is in focus, more 
emphasis will be put on new experiences which lead to changes in the 
tradition than would be the case in the study of other, more peaceful 
periods (cf. Lott 1988: 130-132; Paden 1992: 89-91). 

Lindbeck 1984 presents a healthy corrective to the "experiential-expressive 
model" of understanding religion, but his account, too, seems oversimplified. 
According to him, religious change does not proceed from new experiences, 
but results "from the interactions of a cultural-linguistic system with 
changing situations". "Religious experiences in the sense of feelings, senti-
ments, or emotions ... result from the new conceptual patterns instead of 
being their source" (Lindbeck 1984: 39). Here too "experience" seems to con-
sist only of feelings and sentiments. But in addition to Erlebnisse, Erfahrun-
gen are also to be taken into account, and this leads to a more nuanced pic-
ture. 
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The relevance of tradition: examples 

In Israelite tradition, the "law" of cause and effect, of sowing and 
reaping, had a central place. Attempts abound to adapt seemingly 
contrary experiences to this part of the symbolic universe (the book of 
Job is a case in point). Even the sack of Jerusalem was legitimated 
within the symbolic universe. A cause had to be found, and thus the 
Deuteronomic and Chronistic works of history paint in dark colours 
the sins of Israel which must have been the cause of the national dis-
aster of 587 BCE. A similar explanation was given by Jews and 
Christians alike for the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE (cf. Neusner 1984: 
20). 

In Roman Palestine "it was as much religious as socio-economic fac-
tors which led to the disturbances"; "it was the religious traditions 
themselves which fired the flames of dissatisfaction and gave a point 
of comparison with the inadequacies of the present." (Rowland 1987: 
18.) "Resentment would have been there, but it is hard to see that 
resentment being channeled into such revolutionary attitudes with-
out the contribution made by the Scriptures themselves. The tradi-
tions about the glorious future... (were) itself a cause of disaffection". 
(Rowland 1987: 15; cf. 99-100, 105-106). The present was assessed in 
the light of the (imagined) past; the traditions concerning the past of 
Israel may be seen as one reason for the war against the Romans. 

The impact of experience: examples 

The account of Peter's dealings with Cornelius (Acts 10: 1-11: 18) 
describes positive experiences which lead to a new practice.9  Peter is 
preaching to Gentiles; the listeners start speaking in tongues. The 
"circumcised believers" are astonished, but Peter asks, "Can anyone 
withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received the 
Holy Spirit just as we have?"10  This argument based on an ecstatic 
experience leads to a change in the symbolic universe at a strategic 
point (rejection of circumcision as an entrance requirement). This 
change was not accepted by the old community; accordingly it led to a 

9  It does not matter that a great deal of the account must be ascribed to 
Luke's rewriting of history. Whatever the historical Peter did and thought, 
the point is that such a reconstruction made sense to "Luke". 
10  Nils G. Holm points out (oral communication) that an analogous problem 
was faced in today's "charismatic movement" by many Pentecostals when 
"heretic" Catholics started speaking in tongues! 
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host of attempts of legitimation" and, eventually, to the formation of 
a new system of orientation ("Christianity"). 

A negative experience, too, or an experience of crisis can act as a 
mighty catalyst. The sack of Jerusalem in 587 BCE was still accom-
modated in the framework of the tradition. But, later on, the perse-
cution of the pious by Antiochus Epiphanes was just too much to be 
adjusted to the old scheme. When the pious were systematically de-
stroyed, while renegades saved their lives, the symbolic universe 
seemed to be upside down. A change was needed for it to survive at 
all, so the idea of an otherworldly retribution in the form of (at first, 
partial) resurrection made its appearance and was, in the course of 
time, accepted by (most of) the community. It is hardly accidental 
that the new idea, needed to overcome the problem of theodicy, 
stemmed from an alien (Iranian) tradition. It is often the encounter 
of traditions that brings about something novel in crisis situations. 
On a more general level it may be said that the whole biblical 
"doctrine" of eschatology — the hope for a great turn of history — is 
rooted in an experience of frustration in the present which is inter-
preted in the light of the tradition of God acting in history. 

Another (smaller) crisis which came to have profound effects both 
on subsequent Christian thought and, indirectly, on the sufferings of 
Jews in Christendom, was the Christians' experience of the rejection 
of the gospel by most Jews. Several early Christian writers try to 
come to terms with the problem. Paul's struggle with this experience 
finds a moving expression in Romans 9-11 where he tries, as it were, 
three different solutions (divine hardening; human obstinacy; partial 
divine hardening as part of a plan for saving all and sundry, see 
Räisänen 1997: 17-32). One of them (double predestination) came to 
have far-reaching consequences (especially in Calvinism) when trans-
ferred to the status of authoritative tradition. Muhammad, too, 
started using predestinarian language when confronted with the un-
belief of his audience (Räisänen 1997: 98-117); this move also came 
to have major doctrinal and practical consequences. In all these cases 
I would speak of social experience. 

Again, it is observed by an interpreter of the fourth gospel that 
John's "presentation of Christ as a divine Stranger, alienated from 
and antipathetic to his immediate environment, may articulate the 
social experience of the group that stands behind this document. This 
group sees itself as it sees Jesus: unique, misunderstood, under at- 

11  Cf. Paul's claim that "we are the (true) circumcision" (Phil 3: 2) or his as-
sertion that circumcision or non-circumcision are irrelevant matters (1 Cor 
7: 19). 
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tack from the ignorant and demonic, isolated in this cosmos which 
belongs to ignorance, darkness and the Devil. Yet they, like their Je-
sus, are intrinsically connected with the realm of the Father. They 
could thus see themselves as they saw their Savior: alone in the 
darkness, yet the light of the world." (Fredriksen 1988: 26.) 

I will only mention some very influential "experiences" from later 
religious history: the widening of horizons caused by the voyages of 
discovery which brought knowledge of unknown peoples and tradi-
tions to Europeans (and prompted a bold individual such as Isaac la 
Peyrère to rethink biblical history in the seventeenth century, cf. 
Räisänen 1997: 137-152); the new astronomical insights which 
caused problems for the world view based on the Bible; the confron-
tation of Muslims with Western constitutional states which has led to 
visions of a reformed shariah (cf. Räisänen 1997: 125-133); adjust-
ment to modern conditions (the experience of "secularization") on the 
part of mainstream churches. For this, modern Protestantism is po-
lemically criticized both by Smith (e.g. Smith 1993: 41-42, 82-83) 
and Berger, who speaks of "bargaining with modernity" (1980: 98-
121); this indicates that their theories do not do justice to the whole 
range of pertinent phenomena. Demythologization may not be best 
characterized as "faith" (although it surely represents what a per-
son's tradition means to him or her — Smith's definition of faith) — 
but it must be deemed a meaningful reinterpretation of a tradition in 
the light of one's total experience of the world. At the other end of the 
scale, the rise of various "fundamentalisms" is undoubtedly also due 
to social experiences, often to experiences of frustration. 

If a change is accepted by (leading members of) the community, the 
symbolic universe will be modified. This often involves acts of legiti-
mation that actually camouflage the change and suggest that none 
has occurred, or at least stress continuity with the past. If an inno-
vation is not accepted, this may lead to a break with the community 
on the part of some of its members who are then forced to construct a 
new symbolic universe. In this process they may legitimate their 
stance by drawing heavily on elements of the old one and often 
stressing their continuity with the past. Not seldom will they be 
anxious to maintain that it is their interpretation, rather than that of 
the old community, which upholds true continuity with the great 
values of the past ("we are the true circumcision"; on legitimation 
with special regard to Luke-Acts see Esler 1987: 16-23 and passim). 

Thus the dialectical interaction between tradition (symbolic uni-
verse), experience, and interpretation governs the way in which the 
world is perceived and interpreted by groups and individuals. 
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The dialectical model has the advantage of being universal, appli-
cable to different traditions. Smith even suggested that by the use of 
his two notions (cumulative tradition and faith) "it is possible to con-
ceptualize and to describe anything that has ever happened in the 
religious life of mankind" (Smith 1964: 141)! I resist the temptation 
to go so far; the dialectical model is hardly a universal key that opens 
every lock. For instance, a reflective person may theorize about his or 
her symbolic universe without any obvious experiential impetus.12  
Many features of Gnostic or apocalyptic speculations about heavenly 
secrets may belong to this category, and so may many patristic re-
flections on the Trinity. 

Unlike Smith's model, mine is neutral: no transcendental catego-
ries such as "revelation" are needed. In a sense, though, "experience" 
functions here as the structural counterpart to "revelation" in a tra-
ditional theological scheme. The model also frees one from the need to 
define which interpretation is "religious" and which is not (and thus 
from the never-ending story of constructing definitions for "religion"). 
It could be utilized even in creative theology: as traditions have al-
ways been reinterpreted in the light of new experiences, why not do 
this consciously, and with good conscience? 

The model is pragmatic and pedagogical in character: it can be pre-
sented in a simple manner, and it seems to make sense on an every-
day level of discourse. No doubt questions can be raised, e.g., Does 
the term "experience" here cover too many diverse phenomena? The 
concept of "tradition", too, may need refinement (cf. Honko 1995: esp. 
133). Nevertheless I find the model helpful, in heuristic terms at the 
very least. 
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TOM SJÖBLOM 

"Bringing it A11 Back Hom e" 

Mentalities, Models and the Historical Study of 
Religions 

1. In the beginning 

A ninth century anecdote from the Book of Leinster relates how the 
poets of mediaeval Ireland were gathered together in order to find 
out if they could recall the epic poem Min Bo Cúailnge in its entirety 
(see Táin 1990: 1, 255). The Min is the national epic of the Irish 
which relates the story of the Ulster hero Cú Chulainn single-
handedly fighting off an enemy army. But none of the poets knew the 
whole story, so the deeds of the past generations had to be recon-
structed through fragments of information gathered from different 
poets. In early Irish society the learned class of poets (filid) also 
played the role of the historians of their community, and their task 
was to pass on the traditions of the community to coming generations 
(see, e.g. McCone 1990: 19-22). 

Differing from their mediaeval predecessors, modern historians 
know that the Táin is not history. However, for a long time the basic 
working methods of modern historians were in fact closely following 
the methods described in the anecdote above. The basic methodologi-
cal strategy in this so-called historicistic approach is to reconstruct 
the past "as it essentially was" (wie es eigentlich gewesen ist).1  Ac-
cording to the scholars working with this approach, this is achieved 
simply by collecting and combining together the fragmentary evi-
dence of different literary sources and revealing the past in this 
manner. Thus, the historicist tradition sees its task in purely de-
scriptive terms. In such a framework, the methodological discussions 
concern mainly how accurate, or how complete, a reconstruction is — 

This statement that has become the motto of the historicistic approach was 
made by the German scholar Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886), who was one 
of the main promoters of modern historical scholarship. See, e.g. Heikkinen 
1996: 18-19. 
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or, in other words, how well does a reconstruction correspond with 
the actual past events.2  

According to the aforementioned anecdote, despite the efforts of the 
filid, they were unable to reconstruct a satisfying picture of the past 
events from the available material, and in the end they had to sum-
mon from the dead Fergus Mac Roich, one of the leading heroes con-
nected with the Táin, to recite the whole story for them (Thin 1990: 
1-2). Modern historians cannot rely on ghosts as their sources, but 
we can comfort ourselves by noting that it did not do much good for 
the filid, neither, as three different recensions of the Thin have come 
down to us, all of them differing from the others not only in details, 
but also in the descriptions of some basic events in the tale.' Histori-
ans of today are increasingly aware of the problems connected with 
the historicistic paradigm. The past is not something that can be 
reached independently from the interpretative decisions of modern 
scholars. Jonathan Z. Smith has argued that nothing is studied "just 
because it is "there", but because it connects in some interesting way 
with something else" (Smith 1983: 216). Thus, the picture of the past 
is always a scholarly construction based on the background assump-
tions and research objectives of individual historians (see, e.g. 
Jenkins 1991: 5-26). 

The historicistic approach was attacked from several directions al-
ready in the last decades of the last century. The main arguments of 
the critics were that by denying the possibility of a systematic ap-
proach towards the past, and by preferring the particular and the 
individual at the expense of generalization, the historicistic approach 
was leading historical scholarship into subjectivity and relativism, 
which in the end makes the scientific study of the past impossible 
altogether (see Barraclough 1991: 11-13). The critics were and are 
anything but united in their suggestions of how to proceed from the 
historicistic deadlock. Salo W. Baron is undoubtedly right, when he 
argues that this lack of consensus in historical methodology among 
modern historians stems from the vast incursions of methodological 
elements from related disciplines, such as philosophy, sociology, an- 

"Of historicism see, e.g. Sjöblom 1997: 131. 
3 Recensions I and II of the Min are edited and translated by Cecile 
O'Rahilly (1967; 1976). Recension III is translated by Feargal O Béarra 
(1996: 47-65). The Min is by far the most frequently discussed early Irish 
tale among Celtic scholars. A good starting point to the scholarship concern-
ing the tale is, e.g. the articles included in Ulidia, the proceedings publica-
tion of the First International Conference on the Ulster Cycle of Tales 
(Mallory and Stockman1994). 



"BRINGING IT ALL BACK HOME" 	 229 

thropology, archaeology, economics, and psychiatry. Among the dif-
ferent approaches to historical research those using philosophical, 
psychoanalytical and sociological methods found most support during 
the first decades of this century (Baron 1986: 38-50). 

For example, the historian Karl Lamprecht (1856-1915) with his 
followers argued that historians should not simply describe past 
events, but use these events to trace and analyze cultural ethoi of 
different nations (Lamprecht 1971). His ideas have not gained wide 
support among most historians, but since the Second World War very 
similar claims have been put forward by the so-called psycho-
historical school of thought, which mainly applies Freudian theory to 
historical explanation. The basic idea in psycho-historical research is 
to uncover certain less obvious aspects of the emotional life of certain 
individuals or collectives. One could say that at the present state of 
our knowledge, modern historians have difficulties in altogether ig-
noring psycho-historical scholarship, although they might agree with 
R. G. Collingwood that "it is not history, but natural science of a spe-
cial kind" (Baron 1986: 50-58).4  

A more influential critic came from the direction of sociology. Ac-
cording to it historians should turn their attention from the particu-
lar to the general, from events to uniformities, and from narrative to 
analysis (Barraclough 1991: 51). Especially in France the influence of 
the Durkheimian sociology has had great importance for historians. 
For example, Marc Bloch, one of the founding fathers of the Annales 
school, always admitted his debt to the Durkheimians and, more re-
cently, Fernand Braudel, a student of Bloch, ranks Marcel Mauss 
among the scholars who have taught historians to grasp the past in 
its totality (see, e.g. Bloch 1954; Braudel 1980: 72; Strenski 1993: 78). 

Historicism was also criticized among the newly established disci-
pline of the history of religions.' The main argument of scholars like 
C.P. Tiele and the so-called German Religionsgeschichtliche Schule 
(Sharpe 1986: 35; Rudolph 1992: 4-5) was that while the historicistic 
method of reconstructing past events might work in other realms of 

4 
The quotation from Collingwood is originally from his The Idea of History 

(1946) and quoted by Baron 1986: 51. 
5 In this article I use the term 'history of religions' only of the historical ap-
proaches of studying religions, not of the whole discipline of Religionswissen-
chaft, in which much more than only historical methods are included. Fol-
lowing the same logic I write of the historians of religion' meaning only 
those scholars who work using historical approaches in their research. 
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historical scholarship, it certainly did not inside theirs.6  This was be-
cause the historians of religions were not interested in the past as 
such, but only to the extent that past religious events and patterns of 
religious behavior could reveal to them something about the nature of 
religion, as a (metaphysical) universal concept. Typically, most of 
these scholars, maybe because of their theological background, 
turned therefore to classical phenomenology in order to supplement 
the basic historical approach with more a more general framework, 
and a mechanism enabling comparison between different religious 
traditions with different spatio-temporal backgrounds (see, e.g. Tiele 
1902-03: 1-20). 

2. The "Comparative-Historical Approach": A Methodo-
logical Deadlock 

This dialogue with phenomenology gave birth to the so-called religio-
historical7 method, or the comparative-historical method, which has 
been the trademark of our discipline. Although I do think that the 
comparative-historical method has been, and still is, very useful in 
illuminating the beliefs and religious practices of past cultures and 
communities, there is a basic problem with this method. To begin 
with, following the historicistic approach, the comparative-historical 
method is said to be based not on any a priori categories but on em-
pirical evidence. Differing from the historicistic approach, the com-
parative-historical method is not satisfied simply to describe religious 
behavior of the past, but it purports to understand it, as well 
(Bianchi 1975: 3). Understanding requires interpretation, and inter-
pretation requires theory. Methodologically speaking, comparison can 
be (and has been) made from several theoretical backgrounds, includ-
ing philological, sociological and psychological theories (see, e.g. 

6 
Religionsgeschichtliche Schule is the name that was given to a group of 

German Protestant theologians who consistently applied the historical 
methods to the interpretation of the Bible. The school of thought originated 
at the University of Göttingen and consisted of a number of students of Al-
brecht Ritschl with a critical attitude towards their teacher. The group was 
made up of Hermann Gunkel, Wilhelm Bousset, Johannes Weiss, Ernst 
Troeltsch, Wilhelm Wrede, Heinrich Hackmann, and Alfred Rahlf. See Ru-
dolph 1987: 293. 
7 Note that I use this term in a purely technical sense to distinguish the 
methodological tradition of the history of religions from the methodological 
traditions of other historical disciplines. 
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Paden 1988: 15-33). As argued above, historical scholarship in gen-
eral has been aware of this since the early decades of this century, 
and historians have combined the theories and methods of neighbor-
ing sciences in order to produce the best possible result in each in-
stance (Jenkins 1991: 26). Historians of religions make no exception 
(see Penner 1975: 52; Pakkanen 1996: 13). However, according to the 
historians of religion, what makes their work differ from the histori-
cal scholarship in its — so to say — profane state, is that it starts by 
presupposing and relying on the specific religious dimension of hu-
man existence (Pakkanen 1996: 13). All other forms of explanation 
are deemed reductionistic by the historians of religion. 

Historians of religion might have a point here. After all, many psy-
chological and sociological theories tend to view religion as a form of 
symbolic behavior concealing some more fundamental (and more 
"real") sociological or psychological functions and meanings. The an-
thropologist Pascal Boyer has ably pointed out that such interpreta-
tions are in sharp contrast to the views of the people studied (Boyer 
1990: 46). After all, most peoples involved in religious communication 
would be very unhappy if they were told that in reality they are con-
structing social cohesion or building their self-esteem, even when 
they would be ready to admit that such meanings are included in the 
religious experience. However, problems arise when the historians of 
religions try to explicate what it exactly means to study religious be-
havior on its own terms, and what is meant by the "religious dimen-
sion" of human existence and when talking about methods of study-
ing human behavior. 

As stated above the resort to an a priori understanding of the con-
cept of religion is closed to the historians of religions, as they want to 
hold fast to the empirical nature of their study. Instead, the interpre-
tative framework is usually constructed through the principle of his-
torical analogies. Forms of human behavior are analogically related 
to each other when they correspond in certain important respects but 
differ from another in other, equally important respects (Bianchi 
1987: 401). 

This methodological stance seems to imply that religion is a world-
wide form of culture that needs to be understood before it is ex-
plained (see Paden 1992: 67). After all, how can we recognize our re-
search object if we do not have at least a preliminary understanding 
of what we are looking for. But this is the same thing as to argue that 
historians of religions are equipped with some mysterious knowledge 
of religion which goes beyond the empirical historical data, and that 
this would be the reason why their explanations of religious behavior 
are in some very significant sense different from the explanations 
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that could be provided by other means. Naturally, this kind of argu-
ment is possible only if the a priori nature of religious behavior is 
accepted, so the principle of historical analogies is no way out of the 
methodological problems (Baird 1971: 6; Wiebe 1990: 209). 

Moreover, recent studies especially on ritual behavior have made it 
perfectly clear that religious action is "no big deal" (Smith 1987: 195), 
and that they are in their general structure not at all extraordinary 
and, therefore, they can and should be explained in the more general 
framework of human behavior (Lawson and McCauley 1990: 6). If 
this is the case, the comparative-historical method appears to be in a 
deadlock, as it is paradoxical to assume that a concept of religion is at 
the same time a prerequisite for and a result of comparison.8 

The concept of 'religion' as an analytical category is rooted in the 
academic milieu of the late nineteenth century Europe and it is moti-
vated by a specific intellectual interest (see Sharpe 1986: 1-26; Bian-
chi 1987, 402). At the time it has undoubtedly been helping our dis-
cipline to achieve academic independence, but it has also differenti-
ated our discipline from the general historical scholarship to the ex-
tent that most scholars, both historians and historians of religions, 
appear to be totally ignorant of the methodological and theoretical 
discussions and developments in the other field (see Penner 1989: 
67).9  But if religious behavior as a form of human behavior is nothing 
extraordinary, there should be no reasons why the history of religions 
could not — and should not — apply the same methods and same 
theoretical views in its research, as historians in general (see Ru-
dolph 1993: 55-78). 

3. History and Cognition 

The situation has not gone unnoticed and several different solutions 
have been put forward. William Paden, for example, promotes a 
multidisciplinary approach, where methods and theories from differ-
ent human and cultural sciences are combined in order to gain a 

8  This deadlock, or "impasse" is discussed in more detail, for example, by 
Penner 1989. 
9 For the sake of fairness it should be reminded that this ignorance might 
not be as total as it looks. There are many examples from both sides that 
some overlapping exists. However, the well-attested lack of interest for theo-
retical and methodological discussions in all historical scholarship (an in-
heritance from historicism) has greatly enhanced the existing gap between 
these two fields of study. See, e.g. Thomas 1975: 91; Dray 1993,1-7. 
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more complete picture of the research object (Paden 1988: 161-170; 
1992: 125-135). On the other hand, as argued by Kurt Rudolph, since 
the 1960's new insights have also gained ground in historical schol-
arship in general and historians of religion could gain a lot simply by 
(so to say) bringing it all back home.1°  According to Rudolph, two 
fields especially, that of historical sociology developed by German 
historians and the historical anthropology of the French Annales-
school, should be exploited to get new impulses in the historical study 
of religions (Rudolph 1993: 61-68). 

Rudolph himself goes on to examine the impulses that can be found 
in the so called historische Sozialwissenchaft developed by German 
historians!' According to him the theoretical discussions of this 
school have presented clues to such old problems as the relation be-
tween 'understanding' and 'explaining' In his discussion he mentions 
in passing also the French Annalists, but do not dwell in their contri-
butions in any detail. In the rest of this article, my intention is to 
look more closely into the French tradition and to the impulses the so 
called histoire des mentalités can offer through its discussions con-
cerning the relationships between human cognition and human acts 
for to what might be called a cognitive history of religions. 

It is somewhat surprising that the history of mentalities have not 
gained much attention among the historians of religions, as they 
share many features which should make them appeal to each other. 
For example, studying cognition is something many historians find 
mystifying and dull. After all, historians claim to be dealing with 
empirical evidence which can be observed and reconstructed empiri-
cally, and human cognition is something which at first sight appears 
not to belong among such empirically observed entities. Recent ad-
vances in the applications of cognitive science to different areas of 
cultural studies, like linguistics, anthropology and psychology have 
clearly demonstrated that the first objection is more or less un-
founded, and that there are a multitude of methods that can be used 
to reveal cognitive processes of the human mind. According to Jac-
ques Le Goff, the founder and main promoter of the histoire des men- 

10 
I myself have made a similar claim later, but independently from Ru- 

dolph, as I was not aware of his article when I wrote mine. See Sjöblom 
1997,129-159. 
11 

This tradition has its roots in the works of Max. Weber (see, e.g. Ketola, 
Pesonen and Sjöblom 1997: 94-96). In general one can say that different 
forms of historical sociology are the most popular approaches suggested for 
reformulating the theories and methods of the historical study of religions. 
See, e.g. Baron 1986: 66-94; Wiebe 1990: 205-220. 
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talités, historians have in this respect much to learn from other dis-
ciplines (Le Goff 1992: 97).12 

 

For example, in modern linguistic theory a distinction is made be-
tween the speaker's competence (what he knows about the language) 
and what he does (performance) (see Chomsky 1971: 73). Both of 
these are present in any particular linguistic performance, and a 
satisfactory explanation of linguistic performances requires that both 
competence and performance are taken into account. According to Le 
Goff, this model of explanation can be extended to historical analysis, 
as well, where the distinction can be drawn between the historical 
event (or performance) and the mentality influencing and framing 
that event. The last mentioned is the object of study for the history of 
mentalities." In my mind this model is very close to the implicit 
methodological assumptions made by most of the historians of relig-
ions in their efforts to explain and understand religious behavior. 

Additionally, historians often claim that as cognitive science is 
promoting a theoretical and universal approach it is incompatible 
with historical scholarship, which according to them is more inter-
ested in the uniqueness of different cultural processes and forms of 
behavior (Buckley and Buckley 1995: 343-352). Both historians of 
religions, and historians of mentalities make an exception. As stated 
above, many historians of religion argue for the existence of a univer-
sal religious dimension shared by all people alike. Applying the 
theories of structural and biological anthropology, historians of men-
talities, in their turn, argue for the existence of universal and shared 
structures of mentalities, based on the basic biological nature of hu-
man existence (see, e.g. Ginzburg 1986: 62-63; Dressel 1996: 29-
62).14  They also claim that the background culture constrains the 

12 
There is no good translation for the French word mentalité in English. Ac-

cording to Michael Gismondi the English term 'mentality' is semantically 
close to mentalité, but differs from it in some essential points.(Gismondi 
1985: 211-230). Still, for the sake of simplicity, 'history of mentalities' is the 
chosen English translation of histoire des mentalités in this study. 
13 

An early and impressive example of research in "Le Goffian" paradigm is 
Georges Duby's Le Dimanche de Bouvine (1973), where the writer considers 
both the actual battle of Bouvines and the memory it has left behind. 
14 

The Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg is the leading representative of the 
so-called `microhistorical' research. He himself want's to make a clear dis-
tinction between microhistorians and historians of mentalities. However, 
their research objects are largely the same — the human mind, and both are 
much influenced by anthropology, especially the works of Claude Lévi-
Strauss. Moreover, Ginzburg also writes that the basis of microhistorical 
research is in the history of mentalities. Ginzburg 1996: 177-181. 
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ways humans view the world, an argument also familiar to anthro-
pologists, and the existence of cultural constraints frames the cogni-
tive processes available in any single group of peoples. Thus, like the 
constraints born from the use of a shared language, a shared tradi-
tion with all its differing aspects, creates constraints for cognizing 
the surrounding world (see Le Goff 1987: 1-35). This approach does 
not require the use of such higher-level categories as 'religion' in the 
explanation of different forms of cultural behavior. Nevertheless, as 
cognitive processes follow more or less universal patterns, historians 
of mentalities can still hold fast to the heuristic value of the com-
parative method which they are using. In this respect they have an 
apparent advantage over the historians of religions, who stubbornly 
cling to the outdated ways creating heuristic concepts for analyzing 
religious behavior. 

The basic problem with the history of mentalities is that its under-
standing of the concept of 'mentality' is imprecise to the extent of 
making historical writing impressionistic (Gismondi 1985: 229-230; 
Winberg 1970, 15). As a scholarly concept it appears to defy clear 
definitions. For example, Gert Dressel defines mentalities as "frames 
of mind that include the whole repertoire of possible representations, 
thought patterns, senses, meanings and perceptions used in the cog-
nizing processes of world construction" (see Dressel 1996: 264), and 
one of the many definitions given by Le Goff himself is that mentali-
ties are "the quotidian and the automatic, that which eludes the in-
dividual subjects of history because it throws a light in the imper-
sonal content of their thought" (Le Goff 1974: 85). 'What these defini-
tions really mean for a construction of meaningful methodology in 
historical scholarship is a moot point. 

This vagueness is partly deliberate. According to Jacques Le Goff 
the imprecision of the term may be its strongest attribute, as it 
makes possible a very reflective approach towards very different 
kinds of materials and research problems (Le Goff 1974: 84-86). 
However, to grasp 'mentalities' as something "embracing what is not 
formulated, what remains apparently "insignificant" as well as what 
remains deeply buried at the level of unconscious motivations" 
(Gismondi 1985: 229), does not mean that the concept itself should be 
placed outside empirical discussions, in the same quasi-autonomous 
class of cultural artifacts, where 'religion', 'politics' and other com-
parative concepts are usually also placed. The central problem born 
from this imprecise use of 'mentality' is that the historians of men-
talities use the term to refer sometimes to an innate and tacit cogni-
tive frame and at other times to its products whose forms it con-
strains. Surly, it is the products that historians of mentalities are 
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more interested in, but I would like to argue that their reluctance to 
offer clear descriptions of the nature of 'mentalities' has severely in-
validated the case of the historians of mentalities. 

4. Towards a Cognitive History of Religions 

It appears that the best way to approach Le Goffs 'mentality' is to 
connect it with what in anthropology has been referred to as 'cultural 
models'. Cultural models have been one of the basic objects of study 
in cognitive anthropology since the pioneering work of Lévi-Strauss. 
Naomi Quinn and Dorothy Holland define them as 'presupposed, 
taken-for-granted models of the world that are widely shared 
(although not necessarily to the exclusion of other, alternative mod-
els) by the members of a society and that play an enormous role in 
their understanding of that world and their behavior in it (Quinn and 
Holland 1987: 4). In a similar vein, Le Goff writes that the same in-
dividuals operate on the basis of different mentalities in different 
contextual situations. As an example he mentions the French king 
Louis XI, who according to Le Goff, shows in his political thinking "a 
modern, "machiavellian" mentality", but in his religious life is bound 
by an "superstitious, extremely traditional mentality" (Le Goff 1978: 
256). The important point with cultural models is that they should 
not be understood as some kind of norms which every individual in 
the society has to follow, but as limiting cases constraining the 
amount of choices of cognitive acts possible in a given culture 
(Sperber 1996: 106). Thus, contradictory acts and beliefs are quite 
possible inside one cultural models, as they only frame experience 
and its interpretations instead of restricting one to follow a preor-
dained path of cognitive deduction (Quinn and Holland 1987: 6; 
Boyer 1994: 21-28).15  

If we want to look for differences between 'mentalities' and 'cultural 
models', the basic difference is the same as that between anthropol-
ogy and history. The first mentioned is usually more interested in 
synchronical processes, and cultural models are therefore usually 
constructed from a network of cultural information existing in a syn-
chronical relationship with each other. Historians, on the other hand, 
are more interested in diachronical processes, and mentalities are 

15 
A good collection of historical studies using the theories and methods of 

cognitive science and the concept of 'cultural models' is, e.g. Olson and Tor-
rance 1996. 
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constructed from a background of cultural information existing in a 
diachronical relationship to each other (see Augé 1995: 7-18). 

If historians of mentalities are studying cultural models of the past, 
the cognitive historians of religions are in their turn studying relig-
ious models!6 It goes without saying that the line between these two 
areas is fuzzy, due to the above mentioned lack of commonly accepted 
definition of how the concept of 'religion' should be defined. However, 
as a general rule, one could argue that the historians of religions are 
focusing on those mentalities which are constructed from the 
"peculiar conceptual commitments which characterize religion gen-
erally" (see Lawson and McCauley 1990: 79). For scholars working in 
the neo-Tylorian vain this simply means mentalities operating with 
culturally postulated superhuman agents (see Penner 1989:7; Law-
son and McCauley 1990: 5). In many respects this definition is more 
than satisfactory from the viewpoint of historical scholarship. After 
all, a large portion of the sources of working historians of religions 
consists of narrational, philosophical, ritual, etc. descriptions of such 
agents, and certainly they play a part in most of the cultural tradi-
tions known to us. However, personally I do not find this definition 
entirely satisfactory, as I believe that much religious behavior can be 
performed without any necessary involvement of superhuman 
agents. A more useful definition for religious mentalities would 
therefore be those cultural models which involves representations 
based on counterintuitive claims, as discussed by Pascal Boyer 
(Boyer 1994: 29-60). 

From this perspective, the history of religions would methodologi-
cally be something like a specialized branch of the history of men-
talities, and it would be necessary for them to work in close relation-
ship, as applying cognitive approaches to cultural materials always 
relies on the principle of holism, that is, that all cultural representa-
tions should be viewed as parts of the cognitive network system they 
are found in (see, e.g. Penner 1994: 977-996). A methodological and 
theoretical dependency on other historical disciplines does not mean 
that the academic study of religions would have to loose its academic 
autonomy. Academic disciplines change, as do their subject-matters, 
and the historians of religions have already for a long time been ap-
plying methods and theories from other cultural studies in their 

16 
The theory of religious models and a very preliminary suggestion of the 

principles of defining them are available in Pyysiäinen 1988: 87-97. It is a 
good starting point for a general discussion concerning the relationship of 
cultural- and religious models, although it more or less ignores cognitive 
approaches and discussions on the topic. 
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work. The autonomy of an academic discipline is therefore not a 
question of theoretical and methodological independence, but a politi-
cal question (see Strenski 1994: 105-107). On the contrary, relying 
on problematic a priori notions and understandings concerning the 
subject-matter of our discipline is in the end doing much more harm 
in what comes to the scholarly values of our research work and, more 
dangerously, it certainly keeps us from truly grasping the essential 
features and the diverse nature of our topic(s) of research. 
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EINAR THOMASSEN 

Is Philology Relevant? 

The history of religions ... is, with regard to its method, a philologi-
cal discipline, working with the interpretation of texts. In addition to 
that, it is also an ethnological and an archaeological discipline.' These 
words are a quotation from an elementary introduction to the study 
of the history of religions published in Swedish in 1963 by Erland 
Ehnmark, professor at the university of Lund (Ehnmark 1963: 20). 
They are no doubt typical of a certain generation of scholars, of a cer-
tain moment in the history of our discipline. Research in the history 
of religions very much meant in those days a study of texts, and of 
words. The scholar had to be fabulously good at languages (especially 
dead languages) and a virtuoso in the handling of vast masses of di-
verse and difficult text materials. This picture is certainly true for 
Scandinavia, and probably for most other countries too which have 
strong traditions in our discipline. For instance, Günter 
Lanczkowski, in his Einführung in die Religionswissenschaft from as 
late as 1980—a book dedicated, by the way, to Geo Widengren-
insists that, 'Es ist sinnlos, hinwegdisputieren zu wollen, daß Relig-
ionswissenschaft zu einem guten Teil Philologie ist' (Lanczkowski 
1980: 39). And twenty-four years ago, at the previous IAHR confer-
ence on methodology here in Åbo, Kurt Rudolph took a similar posi-
tion: 'For history of religions as a whole, the basic method is the 
"philological-historical" (Rudolph 1979: 99). 

For the young student who considered a career in the history of re-
ligions in this part of the world at the end of the sixties, the history of 
religions did in fact present itself as very much a philological disci-
pline. As an essential part of our training we were expected to learn 
the languages necessary to deal with texts in their original lan-
guages—preferably many languages. Familiarity with Latin and 
Greek was only where you started—until you were conversant with 
Syriac you were still an amateur. 

But there were other voices too, which began to be heard more and 
more loudly at the time. There was, for instance, the statement of 
Eliade, in one of his best articles, 'Methodological Remarks on the 
Study of Religious Symbolism,' from 1959, that 
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One is a historian of religions not by virtue of mastering a certain 
number of philologies, but because one is able to integrate relig-
ious data into a general perspective. The historian of religion does 
not act as a philologist, but as a hermeneutist. (Eliade 1959: 91) 

Eliade argued that the philological method is not conducive to the 
formation of general theory. Philology can only yield specialist re-
search, and therefore misses the comparative perspective which is 
the sine qua non element of the discipline of the history of religions. 
Here, then, was one area where philology was judged deficient, and a 
field where the proponents of its methods faced opposition—we had a 
battle between the philologists and the comparativists, specifically 
the phenomenologists. 

But there were other battlefields too. In 1973, Åke Hultkrantz 
published a book, in Swedish, on methods in the comparative study of 
religions. On page 1 of that book he attacks the view of Ehnmark 
which I started out by quoting, and allies himself with Eliade against 
the belief in philology as the essential method of the discipline. His 
own grievance against this belief, however, was another. A specialist 
in the indigenous religions of North America, he made the observa-
tion that there are vast areas in the world of religion which cannot be 
accessed through the study of written documents. Actually living re-
ligion, whether in distant illiterate tribes, or in the present time of 
modern societies, must be studied instead by way of observation in 
the 'field.' 

So this second battle was between philology and 'fieldwork,' espe-
cially such fieldwork as was carried out by the social anthropologists. 
Hultkrantz' book can plausibly be seen as in part a reaction against 
what he saw as the imperialist dominance of the philological ap-
proach to the study of religion at the time. He wanted, I guess, to cut 
the philologists—especially in Sweden—down to size. In so doing, it 
must be added, he did not avoid revealing a little imperialist design 
of his own: 'In essence, the study of religion ... is to be described as 
an anthropological type of activity' (Hultkrantz 1973: 3-9). 

In this sentiment, he was not alone. In the seventies it was fash-
ionable to be a social scientist, and many a historian of religion of a 
more traditional training was in those years to develop the uncom-
fortable symptoms of an inferiority complex vis-a-vis social anthro-
pology. 

Well, then, the historian of religion working as a philologist was to 
learn that he was no good as a comparativist, and that he was unfit 
to do fieldwork. In addition, there were the voices that insisted that 
religion expresses itself in images as well as in texts—`iconography' 
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was the catch-word here—and there were of course the archaeolo-
gists, always predisposed to distrust textual sources as a matter of 
principle over against the in situ physical evidence of the past. 

All these battles form part of the politics of the discipline—different 
parties competing for influence over its shape, and struggling over 
the power to describe what the discipline is. Today it is probably cor-
rect to say that these conflicts have calmed down, and that there ex-
ists widespread recognition of the necessity and naturalness of a di-
versity of methods and approaches in the discipline. It is my belief 
that we should look at this diversity as a boon and a source of contin-
ual enrichment in our work. For there is hardly another discipline in 
the faculties of arts and social sciences which aims to encompass both 
historical and contemporary evidence, as well as systematic and 
cross-cultural theorization, all at once. In other subjects within the 
human sciences these various types of interests have tended to split 
into distinct disciplines, and even into separate faculties. The history 
of religions is relatively unique in still trying to negotiate the ten-
sions between these interests within the project of a shared disci-
pline. 

It is possible to see the methodological tensions within our disci-
pline as a reflection of the development of the human sciences as a 
whole. In the 19th century, philology, and primarily classical philol-
ogy, had the position as the ruling paradigm of the human sciences. 
This was above all the case in Germany, which played the leading 
role at the time. Philology was by no means then conceived as a nar-
row pursuit. According to such highly influential figures as F.D.E. 
Schleiermacher and August Boeckh, the methodology of philology 
was to be divided into two parts. There was on the one hand Kritik, 
which was the effort to look beyond the transmitted texts of manu-
scripts in order to sift what was older and more original from the 
later accretions in the transmission. The second task of philology, 
however, deemed to be just as essential as the first, was called Her-
meneutik—this was the matter of the proper interpretation of the 
texts. Under this heading, Boeckh listed linguistic interpretation 
(syntax and lexicon), interpretation through consideration of the lit-
erary form, interpretation with regard to historical context, and, fi-
nally, individual interpretation, by which he had in mind the charac-
teristic peculiarities of an author, as far as these could be ascertained 
from a corpus of documents. 

The object of this kind of study was not merely the texts as such, 
but the totality of a given culture. Therefore you had to know as 
much as possible about this culture in order to work with the criti-
cism and the interpretation of the texts, while the texts in turn 
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served as the sources for understanding the culture and reconstruct- 
ing its history. These were all parts of a necessary hermeneutical 
circle, which justified a notion of philology as a comprehensive sci- 
ence of culture. And even more than that, philology was the articula-
tion of something very basic and universal, the drive to understand 
the thoughts of other people—das Verstehen. And so Boeckh, with no 
intention whatsoever of being ludicrous, could arrive at the state-
ment that, 'Philology is one of the primary conditions of human 

This vision of philology as an all-embracing human science did not 
work, of course. What happened was that in the course of the 19th  
century, first history established itself as an independent discipline, 
and then various specialist disciplines with systematic programmes 
broke loose, some of which went on to become social sciences. The un- 
derlying reasons for this breakup were, as I see it, two: First, there 
was an incongruence between the object of study and the methods 
proposed for studying it—put simply, the study of culture could not 
be reduced to a study of texts. And secondly, the approach was indi-
vidualizing and historicizing, and did not sufficiently provide for 
comparative theory formation. The humanities were conceived as an 
idiographic form of science, different in principle from the nomo-
thetical concerns of the natural sciences. 

In my view, the human sciences today all still exist as the effect of 
the breakup of the philological paradigm. The gains and losses of 
their emancipation from this paradigm can be discussed for each of 
them separately, but that will not be done here, for obvious reasons. 
Anyhow, as far as the history of religions is concerned, the philologi-
cal paradigm continued to maintain itself more strongly than in other 
disciplines. Why? 

One major reason is that language and texts are generally con-
ceived as playing a very great role in the study of religion. Religious 
ideas and sentiments are probably more difficult to translate than 
any other part of a culture, so in order to understand a religion from 
the agents' point of view you must get into their language codes. This 
I take to be intuitively true, and will not argue the point further. 

If you add this observation to the fact that historians of religion, 
like all historians, need to work with written sources, you are in a 
working situation which is philological: You need a high degree of 
linguistic competence in order to deal with sources for religion—
source criticism and linguistic interpretation go hand in hand. 

1 "...dass die Philologie eine der ersten Bedingungen des Lebens ... ist" 
(Boeckh 1886: 11). I have dicussed the hermeneutics of Boeckh and 
Schleiermacher in Thomassen 1990. 
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Moreover, many religions are themselves strongly text-oriented, so 
that for this reason the study of texts becomes a way of studying 
these religions. And finally, religious texts typically have long and 
complicated histories of transmission and redaction, which present 
the scholar with formidable tasks of reconstruction. 

In such work, the classical canons of philological methodology hold 
true. Textual criticism, from the 'lower' criticism of the edition of 
texts to the 'higher' criticism of sources and redaction history, must 
go hand in hand with the interpretation of what the texts are saying. 
This is one reason why some historians of religion at least must also 
be philologists. To do critical work on religious texts you need also to 
be a scholar of religion. 

However, the application of the philological paradigm in the history 
of religions also introduces pitfalls and problems into the discipline. 
Within the limited space still available, I shall briefly comment on 
three areas of problems: the object of study, the models of historical 
explanation, and the relation of the particular and the general, i.e. 
comparison. 

First of all, with regard to the object of our study, it must be ob-
served that in an important sense, texts are not religion. Ideally, 
what we should be looking for when writing the history of religion is 
the history of religious practice. Writing history on the basis of texts 
tends to divert our vision, first, into placing too much emphasis on 
religious ideas, which of course are more readily represented in 
writing than are the practical realities of religion, and, secondly, into 
foregrounding the religion of the literary élite at the expense of that 
of the mass of the common people. The philological orientation in our 
discipline has too often walked hand in hand with a prejudice taken 
over from theologians: that the history of a religion is its history of 
dogma. But why should we assume, for instance, when writing the 
history of early Christianity, that an intellectual like Clement of Al-
exandria, whom very few people at the time read, is a better repre-
sentative of Christianity in Egypt around the year 200, than the 
people appearing in the magical papyri from the same period, invok-
ing Christ and the archangel Michael against the demons of sick-
ness? (Meyer 1994) And, to take a different example, why do books on 
`Islam' in the modern period tend always to focus on a certain num-
ber of modernist and fundamentalist writers, rather than on the be-
liefs and practices of the average Muslim? Why do we not write the 
modern history of Islam from their point of view? 

What has been said so far in no way implies a criticism of the phi-
lological method as such. On the contrary, it implies that greater 
source-critical awareness is needed with respect to what we are 
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writing the history of when we are writing the history of religion. 
There are source-materials which should be given greater promi-
nence, such as demographic data, epigraphic and archival materials, 
artifacts, popular literature, sources illuminating rituals and insti-
tutions etc., whereas the significance of the literature of the intellec-
tual élite should be correspondingly toned down. It is true that we 
often will lack the sources which we need in order to write such social 
histories of religion. That in itself, however, is not a good enough rea-
son for failing to observe that that is the sort of history we ideally 
should write. 

Having said this, I must modify my statements on an important 
point. There is a kind of philological work which properly belongs to 
the history of religions although it does not directly illuminate the 
social history of a religion. This is the critical work on sources which 
are important because of their Wirkungsgeschichte. This potentially 
applies to all historical sources, because every source left to us invites 
an interpretation some way or another by posterity. But it is a par-
ticularly important task with regard to sources which have acquired 
a degree of canonical status in the course of history. (Canon is a rela-
tive thing, as we all know.) There are reasons which justify that more 
resources are spent on studying, say, the Bible, than on other docu-
ments from the past, reasons which do not simply have to do with the 
value of the Bible as a historical source for the religious situation at 
the time when its various documents were written. For such sources 
are being used to construct versions of history today, and also to cre-
ate norms on the basis of these constructions. In this regard, the 
proper role of the history of religions has always been that of an in-
dependent investigator. It has applied the tools of philology to the 
study of the canonical literature of the religious traditions and of 
their formative periods, and thereby provided a critical perspective 
from the outside of these traditions themselves. 

This critical outsider's role is undoubtedly one of the constitutive 
impulses of our discipline. In this area there is still very much more 
to be done, especially if one compares what has been accomplished in 
the study of the Bible and early Christianity, for example, with 
where we are in the study of the canonical writings and early litera-
ture of other traditions. To give only one example: We still lack a 
critical edition of the Qur'an, and it is only a few years ago that Gor-
don Newby published a first, tentative reconstruction of the whole 
historical work of Ibn Ishaq, which enables us to see better how this 
author constructed his biography of Muhammad on the basis of the 
stories of the preceding prophets (Ibn Ishaq 1989). In conjunction 
with the work of Crone, Cook and Wansbrough, Newby's work has 
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created a situation where the early history of Islam now invites ma-
jor reconsideration. 

A second deficiency of philological methodology is with regard to 
historical explanation. Studying the history of religions on the basis 
of texts has sometimes given rise to the notion that that history could 
be written as the diffusion of ideas. 'Where does this idea come from?' 
has been a typical question asked in our discipline. Such studies of 
`influences' do undoubtedly provide a hermeneutical perspective 
which is helpful for systematizing religious history and analyzing 
religious ideas as transformations of previously existing patterns. 
But they do not have much explanatory force when it comes to un-
derstanding why actual people in given circumstances choose to 
think and act the way they do. Thus, for instance, the historian of 
religion trained as a philologist was unable to explain why the Ira-
nian revolution happened in 1979. (Though the political scientists did 
no better, it must be added.) With regard to events of this type we 
need explanatory models which cannot be derived from the exegesis 
of texts, but rather from a study of social processes. 

Thirdly, and finally: the question of comparison. This is a large is-
sue, but let me just say this. Eliade, as we saw, demanded a 'general 
perspective' which was somehow situated above the philological work 
of the specialists. Here, he expressed a disagreement which is also 
epistemological in nature. For the philological paradigm emphasizes 
the differences between cultures and moments in history, as well as 
the context-sensitive nature of linguistic meaning. According to this 
view, each cultural datum must be understood on its own terms, and 
has an interest in itself. This is the opposite of a position which ap-
proaches such data as only so many examples of the same general 
phenomenon. This I perceive to be the approach of Eliade, as well as, 
to cite a more recent example, that of Jonathan Z. Smith, who states, 
in his Imagining Religion: 'For the self-conscious student of religion, 
no datum possesses intrinsic interest. It is of value only insofar as it 
can serve as exempli gratia of some fundamental issue in the imagi-
nation of religion' (Smith 1982: ix). 

The epistemology of the philological paradigm assumes, on the con-
trary, that data do possess intrinsic interest. One reason for this has 
already been pointed out. It is the hermeneutical significance, in the 
Gadamerian sense, of historical data, or, the fact of their Wirkungs-
geschichte: that data are interesting because they are perceived to 
relate to 'our own' history in special ways (regardless of how one 
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might wish to construe the 'we').2  Not only philology, but disciplines 
such as history and ethnography too are meaningful enterprises pri-
marily on this basis. Correspondingly, data about religion as well 
possess various degrees of intrinsic interest based on the relative his-
torical significance accorded to them. 

A somewhat different matter, however, is that of the status of in-
dividual data with regard to the operations of comparison, generali-
zation and theory formation. Whether such operations are desirable 
is not the issue. The formation of general concepts is a property of the 
synthetic faculty of the human mind. Without them, thinking itself is 
impossible. The point is, rather, that the formation of concepts in the 
human sciences depends on semantically pre-formed data, which 
may be translated into analytical languages of relatively higher gen-
erality, but cannot be fully accounted for as identical instances of the 
operation of general laws or principles formulated in a universal 
metalanguage independent of the semantics through which the data 
are accessible to us. The various criticisms of objectivism in the hu-
man sciences formulated in the last thirty years (critical theory, 
hermeneutics, post-structuralism) all seem to make this observation 
one way or the other. The conclusion to be drawn from this, however, 
is not unequivocal. We need general terms in order to think about 
and describe our data in a disciplined way. In this respect the ques-
tion, 'What is this an example of?' is always appropriate. On the 
other hand the serious scholar will never be content to reduce the 
meaning and the interest of his or her data to their being simply an-
other instance of a common phenomenon, one more example of the 
same.' There will always be alternative ways of looking at the data, 
extra features which remain unexplained by the model, and addi-
tional reasons for finding the data interesting. 

The mere fact that philology, and other disciplines which deal pri-
marily with the specific, still continue to exist alongside disciplines 
founded on systematic programmes, offers so to speak an empirical 
confirmation of this methodological situation in the humanities. His-
tory still exists as a separate discipline as well as sociology, and the 
study of individual languages and literatures still have their legiti-
mate places alongside the disciplines of general linguistics and liter-
ary theory. Is this not in itself an indication that the explanatory 
power of the available general theories is limited, and that these 

This is implicitly recognized by Smith, when at one point he describes the 
operation of exempli gratia as making comparison by means of 'an arsenal of 
classic instances' (Smith 1982: 113). The qualifier 'classic' obviously connotes 
intrinsic interest. 
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theories do not satisfy all legitimate interests in the human sciences? 
On the other hand, the existence of distinct disciplines which aim for 
theory and the systematic testify to the continued impulse of the hu-
man mind to put the mass of its knowledge into general categories. 

The question of comparison in the history of religions is then, 
again, a variation on a problem which runs through all the human 
sciences. It is a problem which is constitutive of these sciences: On 
the one extreme we find the meaninglessness of the purely empirical, 
on the other, the emptiness of the tautological a priori. The humani-
ties, and our discipline among them, live and breath in the interstice 
between these two ends of the scale, the space where meaning is pro-
duced only through the perpetual interplay of the specific and the 
general, of difference and sameness. 
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DONALD WIEBE 

Appropriating Religion 

Understanding Religion as an Cbject of 
Science' 

I want to begin by saying I consider it an honour to address this con-
ference devoted to the methodology of the Study of Religion. And I 
would like to thank the Finnish Society for the Study of Comparative 
Religion and the Donner Institute for Research in Religious and Cul-
tural History for the invitation to be here and for making arrange-
ments to permit further analysis and debate of the methodological 
problems of our field. I must admit, however, that as I prepared for 
participation in these discussions I had second thoughts because I am 
not myself actively engaged in the kinds of scientific studies of relig-
ious phenomena to which participants in this conference have been 
asked to give attention. I am not a historian of religions; nor am I an 
anthropologist, sociologist, psychologist, phenomenologist, or cogni-
tive scientist. I am, rather, only a philosopher of religion, and it oc-
curred to me that for reasons of intellectual integrity I ought perhaps 
to withdraw my initial acceptance to participate. Before airing my 
concerns in this regard, however, I took time to re-read the proceed-
ings of the first Turku conference on methods in the study of religion, 
edited by Lauri Honko (1979), to see if I might find some justification 
for my involvement after all. My concern in this regard, I was happy 
to discover, was sufficiently mitigated by C. J. Bleeker's observation 
at Turku 1973 "that the average historian of religions should abstain 
from speculations about matters of method which can only ade-
quately be solved by students of philosophy and of philosophy of re-
ligion" (1979: 176). But this, unfortunately, presented me with a fur-
ther problem. In a subsequent review of the proceedings of that con-
ference I expressed surprise that in fact no philosophers of religion or 

I wish to thank Tom Settle for his critical comments on earlier drafts of this 
paper and to Luther Martin who took it upon himself to comment on several 
drafts. I also thank Martha Cunningham for her generous editorial assis-
tance. 
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philosophers of science had been invited to participate; and I ven-
tured hastily that "[i]f progress is to be made in our methodological 
discussion [of this field] this oversight must surely be corrected" 
(Wiebe 1980: 633). Furthermore, I had been disappointed that the 
results of the conference did not provide the kind of framework for 
the study of religion which would allow it to take its place among the 
other sciences. It appeared to me, therefore, that arriving in Turku 
for the current conference I might be expected—at least by those who 
could recall my rather presumptuous comments—to be able to sug-
gest some resolution to our methodological problems. Indeed, for a 
time I expected this of myself, and fearing utter failure I was 
tempted to withdraw from the conference—although by that time it 
was too late to admit to having cold feet. Fortunately, I was reas-
sured about the propriety of my participation when I recognized that 
despite approving Bleeker's general call for involvement of the phi-
losopher I had expressed reservation about his suggestion that our 
problems could be resolved by the student of philosophy alone. And, 
incidentally, I should admit that I have already published a few 
methodological essays which fall short of resolving our central prob-
lems; nevertheless there might be some merit in approaching the is-
sue from yet another angle. 

It is, then, as a student of philosophy—a generalist of sorts—that I 
enter the conversation here this week. I shall present for discussion 
and debate proposals for action which I hope will make a positive 
contribution to the discipline. I will not focus attention on specific 
techniques or procedures in any one of the disciplines (or sub-
disciplines) of the field of Religious Studies qua academic undertak-
ing, but will instead concern myself with the need for a clear under-
standing of the framework of assumptions and presuppositions of 
such academic techniques and procedures—a framework left unde-
fined if not taken for granted in most of our discussions. In other 
words, I shall direct my attention to the study of religion as a scien-
tific project, for it is the scientific interest in religion which has con-
stituted the grounds for admitting the study of religion into the cur-
riculum of the modern Western university. Despite that academic 
legitimation, however, the study of religion in the setting of the mod-
ern research university is not held in high esteem relative to the 
other sciences. This, I have suggested elsewhere (1984), is due to a 
"failure of nerve" on the part of those who succeeded Max Muller and 
C. P. Tiele, the founders of the science of religion;2  their successors 

2  I have made a case for Müller and Tiele as founders of the modern Science 
of Religion in separate essays; see Wiebe 1995; Wiebe 1996. 
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failed to follow through on that nineteenth-century scientific agenda 
for the study of religion by rejecting its implicit reductionism, and 
they have espoused instead a return to a so-called scholarly approach 
which substitutes understanding religion for explaining religious 
phenomena—the former being arguably humanistic in intent and 
therefore more gentle than the latter in affirming the value of relig-
ion. Such an approach, that is, appropriates religion for the benefit of 
self and society and to the detriment of academic advancement. I ar-
gue here, therefore, that if the scientific study of religion is to be le-
gitimately ensconced in the modern research university, the notion of 
religion will have to be wholly appropriated by science; only then will 
we be able to establish a conceptual foundation from which to make 
valid knowledge claims about religion on a level commensurate with 
the pronouncements of the natural and social sciences. Indeed, to go 
one step further, given the hold on the concept of religion by those 
committed to the humanistic study of religion, we might need to talk 
here not of the appropriation but of expropriation of religion by sci-
ence—that is, of wresting ownership of the concept from the human-
ists by using it solely as a taxonomic device to differentiate and ex-
plain a peculiar range of human behaviour demonstrated in religious 
practices. 

It may be surprising to some that I invoke the notion of appropriation 
from Robert Friedman's history of the development of modern mete-
orology in the early decades of this century. But I turn to Friedman's 
account in my attempt today to propose a methodological framework 
for the study of religion because an understanding of the work of Vil-
helm Bjerknes in the construction of modern meteorology by, as he 
puts it, "appropriating the weather," may be of assistance to us in 
defining our own task. According to Friedman, Bjerknes established 
a new foundation for atmospheric science by moving beyond the 
purely empirical method of "statistical-climatological understanding 
dominant since the late nineteenth century" to the larger theoretical 
" dynamic-physical comprehension of the atmosphere" (1989: xii). 
Friedman claims Bjerknes was successful in creating the new science 
because he was able to "appropriate" the weather for his own inter-
ests, incorporating it into the domain of theoretical physics and 
thereby making predictions of weather patterns possible. And it 
seems to me that the study of religion requires a similar 
"appropriation" of scientific theory if it is to provide the unification 
needed by research in our field. 

It is interesting that, despite this account of Bjerknes's appropria-
tion of the weather, Friedman seems to insist on a constructivist 
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reading of the emergence of the new meteorological science—
interesting and of some relevance to our field, in which well-
intentioned methodological ideals are too often undermined by per-
sonal engagement or other less-than-scientific occurrences. Friedman 
states: "Hard facts were not waiting in nature to be uncovered," 
rather, new concepts and models were created "by drawing upon 
analogy, metaphor, existing theory, and ad hoc construction [...] 
[thereby transforming] insights, speculations, and hypothetical enti-
ties into stable scientific 'reality' by integrating them into a structure 
of meaning and by devising analytical techniques with which the 
constructs could be regularly reproduced" (1989: 243). He claims, fur-
thermore, that the concepts and models of the new Bergen school of 
meteorology "were not the inevitable result of observation and the-
ory" (1989: 243) but that they were theory-laden and even practice-
laden; they were the result not only of simple interaction with na-
ture, but also of complex interactions between scientists and society. 
Some examples given by Friedman show why he might have arrived 
at a constructivist interpretation. Enormous changes in the social 
relevance of weather, significantly influenced the development of this 
science. Military operations during World War One, for example, ob-
viously made improvements in prediction of weather conditions ex-
tremely valuable. And, subsequently, as Friedman points out, "the 
understanding of weather as a resource for rational military opera-
tions suggested new possibilities for meteorology in peacetime" (1989: 
142). And of course the impact of accurate prediction of weather con-
ditions on market forces—with respect to the shipping and fishing 
industries and the emerging air travel industry—are almost too obvi-
ous to mention. Lastly, Friedman even draws on references to per-
sonal matters in the development of Bjerknes's career which directly 
influenced the development of this new science, including the "dead 
end" he reached in his research in physics, his attendant anxiety in 
taking up a new line of research in the field, his appreciation for the 
interest members of the international meteorological community took 
in aspects of his work in physics relevant to theirs, his anxiety at 
being too closely associated with them because of the lack of rigor in 
(most of) their work, and his strong desire for international recogni-
tion. Friedman summarizes Bjerknes's position (1989: 237): 

[He] made history, but not the history of his choosing. His career 
developed in a manner he had never envisioned; so did the sci-
ence of the atmosphere he endeavored to shape. Both his profes-
sional evolution and the science he established were shaped by 
unexpected exigencies. He learned early that curiosity, vision, 
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and innovative work were not sufficient to secure success in pro-
fessional science. Success would depend as well on convincing 
other scientists to adopt his research problems and methods and 
on placing his disciples in authoritative situations where their 
reputations could contribute to both his prestige and his program. 

Despite Friedman's constructivist reading of Bjerknes's development 
of a scientific model, I think it would be going too far to claim that 
the new Bjerknes meteorology differs substantially from science as 
traditionally conceived. Friedman aside, Bjerknes was not merely 
engaged in subjective and constructivist work. His legitimate concern 
was to use meteorology to be able to predict the weather rationally; 
and the theory upon which the predictions would be based was to be 
open to empirical test. Bjerknes did not somehow manufacture the 
reality and adapt it to his theory, for he was well aware that appro-
priating the weather required that it also be appropriable by non-
scientists—that is, for commercial as well as academic interests. It is 
clear, I repeat, that the creators of the new science, despite their 
complex interactions with society, were not responsible for the reality 
commanding their attention; for there were indeed "hard facts" in 
nature and they had already been discovered by a wide range of in-
terest groups—hard facts which could legitimately be exploited and 
discussed with reference to their newly devised methodological 
framework. Friedman notes correctly, "[...] Bjerknes and his school 
ably managed to combine the search for knowledge with the impera-
tive to serve public interests" (1989: 240), and he is well aware that 
this required Bjerknes's bringing "the erratic and seemingly random 
phenomena of the seas, atmosphere, and solid earth into the domain 
of exact physical science" (1989: 34). Let me be clear: in seeing this 
science as constructive, Friedman is not necessarily denying that me-
teorology made discoveries. But he seems to be asserting that the sci-
ence is nevertheless in some sense creating the reality with which it 
is dealing. He concludes by saying that "[t]hrough Bjerknes's own 
quest to know and to succeed professionally, these issues [such as the 
expansion of the state's role in commercial activity and the growth of 
regular commercial and military flying] played a constituent role in 
shaping a new meteorology" (1989: 246). There is, however, a consid-
erable difference between shaping the new meteorology and shaping 
the weather itself. 

I trust it is obvious that I have not rehearsed Friedman's account of 
the development of modern meteorology because I am proposing an 
affinity between the weather and religion—although I can imagine 
someone being ready to remind me of a Christian text comparing the 

17 
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Spirit of God to the unpredictable movements of the wind. I do think, 
however, that in this one particular study there are important gen-
eral lessons to be learned about methodology in science, and, by ex-
tension, methodology in the study of religion. It is fair to say, for ex-
ample, that even though Bjerknes was concerned with the refinement 
of empirical techniques and methods necessary for predicting the 
weather, he was also concerned in a much more general and theoreti-
cal way with the research program as a whole; he held very clear 
ideas about the nature of the scientific enterprise which enabled him 
to appropriate the weather—that is, to provide an explanation of it, 
permitting predictions of meteorological patterns which made the 
weather in turn capable of appropriation by others. 

Students of religion, I suggest, do not have a similarly cogent idea 
of what constitutes scientific knowledge of religion and have been 
unable to frame a research program to unify their field. We are 
partly to blame: having minimized the value of theory we have too 
readily espoused polymethodism (if I may so put it) as an essential 
aspect of our study, and as a consequence we have failed to establish 
firmly the science of religion envisioned, as I mentioned earlier, by 
Max Müller and C. P. Tiele. Furthermore, I am convinced that this 
polymethodism has gained, and maintains, its strength as a meth-
odological position in the field—whether explicitly expressed or im-
plicitly assumed—because of what amounts to a certain kind of 
"pollyanna-ism," by which I mean the insistence that as students of 
religion we must assume the goodness and "value" of religion and 
that we are consequently responsible for the welfare of society in 
which religion plays a role. I direct my attention in turn, therefore, to 
an adequate response to the prevalence of polymethodism in the field, 
and to an understanding of the proper role of theory as a unifying 
framework in the academic study of religion. On the former matter, it 
will be useful, I think, to cite several religious studies scholars to in-
dicate the differing forms this "approach" to the study of religion as-
sumes and I shall point to the rather remarkable methodological—
that is, quasi-methodological—tasks imputed by them to the student 
of religion which warrant comment. 

I refer first to the position taken up by Ninian Smart in his essay 
"Some Thoughts on the Science of Religion" in a volume recently 
published in honour of Eric Sharpe. Although Smart acknowledges 
here that most departments and programs of Religious Studies in-
dulge in theological reflection, he nevertheless maintains that there 
is solid ground for optimism about the future of the Science of Relig-
ion. For despite their involvement in matters religious, such depart- 
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ments he maintains at least provide room for a Science of Religion to 
exist (Smart 1996: 24), — all this assuming, apparently, that alter-
native institutional arrangements are impossible. And in fact he sees 
an advantage in blending the two, "steer[ing] a middle channel be-
tween the Scylla of secret theology and the Charybdis of reduction-
ism" (1996: 20). Such a blending, he mistakenly asserts, would yield 
"genuinely scientific and objective" results. And despite the danger 
that "the outside world in academia may L.] misunderstand [...] 
what the field of Religious Studies is all about—and, categorizing it 
as some form of tertiary Sunday school, L.] resist it and despise it," 
(1996:24) he nevertheless insist that we not narrow our conception of 
the nature of the field, since in so doing we may forfeit valuable 
philosophical insights. Where Smart's argument breaks down is in 
the implicit independent status of the two enterprises—(theologically 
informed) Religious Studies and the Science of Religion (Religions-
wissenschaft). He may seek to combine them by means of philosophi-
cal reflection (Science of Religion + "presentational concerns" = Relig-
ious Studies) but fails to identify that the very effort at reconciliation 
points to a fundamental difference in the essence of and approach to 
the two subjects. To be fair, what has been referred to here as the 
Science of Religion doubtless involves scientific study from a number 
of disciplinary angles—that is, in a variety of sub-disciplines relevant 
to the study of a range of religious phenomena: religious texts, be-
liefs, experiences, ritual practices, etc.—and is referred to in the lit-
erature, appropriately in this case, as polymethodic or polymethod-
ological. In each of these disciplines, of course, the techniques and 
methods of analysis are at least empirically or theoretically 
grounded. Whereas the so-called "discipline," described by Smart, 
created by the blending of Religious Studies and the Science of Relig-
ion involves a profusion of imprecise methods derived from incom-
patible philosophical and ontological frameworks, and I therefore re-
fer to the methodological stance of those who support such a study of 
religion as polymethodism; briefly put, it signifies an attempt to 
combine within one methodological framework both cognitive and 
non-cognitive agendas. Nor is Smart's "blending" approach innocu-
ous; for on the theoretical front, to claim that the Science of Religion 
is found at the core of Religious Studies is to taint the former and 
cause disciplinary confusion within university departments; and on 
another—financial--front, one must consider the potentially damag-
ing effect upon funding efforts and resource-management when what 
claims to be a legitimate academic enterprise shows itself participat-
ing in realms of social engagement beyond its mandate. 
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In an essay entitled "South Africa's Contribution to Religious 
Studies" Martin Prozesky similarly urges the student of religion to 
stray beyond the academic framework. According to Prozesky, the 
academic study of religion includes considerably more than the Sci-
ence of Religion; but his call is not just for a more fulfilling personal 
engagement—he goes so far as to advocate involvement in socio-
political action in order to be true to the discipline, With reference to 
the political climate in South Africa he writes (Prozesky 1990: 10-
11): 

Amidst all this [political oppression], Religious Studies in our 
context will damn itself [...] if it imagines that all it must do is 
document, analyze, interpret, and explain the reality of religions 
in South Africa, for the situation cries out for something more. It 
cries out for a new ethic of religions, a new, creatively critical in-
terrogation of religion in relation to both socio-personal liberation 
and oppression. [...] [T]he field cannot now be credibly studied 
without prioritizing the problem of religions in the struggle for a 
more human world order in general, and in the apartheid state in 
particular. 

According to Prozesky, therefore, the task of the student of religion 
(in South Africa and elsewhere) must go beyond mere description and 
explanation to "a genuinely liberative praxis" (1990: 18), and it is, 
therefore, anything but a-political. For Prozesky, such involvement is 
a natural by-product of religious commitment; grasping "Truth" and 
propagating it in a political context can only come to one who is 
beneficially related to the ultimate and deepest truth of religion; re-
ligion is a "humanizing" force so that the study of religion cannot 
limit itself to the acquisition of objective knowledge about the relig-
ious world. 

However, Prozesky's insistence upon religious and political 
"correctness" as corollaries for scientific inquiry—just as Smart's con-
cern for philosophic reflectiveness—will be the undoing of our sci-
ence, because it is not possible within the framework of our knowl-
edge about religion to muster and mobilize a concerted opinion on 
political and religious values. A blending of scientific, theological, and 
political interests, such as would result by adopting the combined 
ethos of Smart and Prozesky, does not produce scientific knowledge; 
extending our intellectual interest beyond cognitive matters alone 
may promote an ideology but never a science. Consequently, the task 
of the scientific student of religion as a scientist is not a moral or so-
cial one; it is merely to describe and explain as comprehensively as 
possible the phenomenon of religious behaviour. If we are to avoid 
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the decomposition of the academic study of religion into a pseudo-
science we must leave broader Religious Studies—with its political 
and social agendas—to the humanists and religious devotees con-
cerned with their place as public intellectuals in the life of society. 

Consider in this regard the deliberations of William Dean, in his 
Religious Critic in American Culture, where he advises "public intel-
lectuals" who currently work in the university—including that relig-
ious critic whose primary concern is for religion as it pertains to the 
well-being of society—to consider the possibility of claiming the uni-
versities for themselves should "third sector" organizations outside 
the university (that is, voluntary as opposed to governmental and 
commercial institutions) prove an unsatisfactory home for their ac-
tivities (Dean 1994: 172): 

[i]f voluntary organizations of the third sector do not offer the 
best venue and vehicle for the religious critic, and they may not, 
then what does? Should more hope be placed in the prospect of a 
deprofessionalized university? Should greater energy be lodged, 
after all, in reforming the university, in the effort to make it a vi-
able psychological home and vehicle for the religious critic? 

Most ironic—if not downright frightening—is that many who wish to 
reclaim the university for their own religious, political, or other 
ideological agendas do so under the smoke screen of being even more 
truly scientific than those who hold to a naturalistic concept of sci-
ence. Kieran Flanagan, for example, argues for an enchantment of 
the sociology of religion—that is, for a transformation of the sociology 
of religion into a form of theology—because, he says, "[...] a non-
praying sociologist is [...] a contradiction in terms" (Flanagan 1996: 
28). "The study of religion," he maintains, "demands a price of under-
standing which other belief systems and ideologies do not require. To 
understand the significance of a religious object or ritual is to con-
template an implication that can be transformative. Knowing what to 
see and what to read involves a grace of enlightenment, a point illus-
trated in the case of Phillip and the eunuch" (1996: 30-31). He casti-
gates the strictly non-confessional study of religion as "pseudo-
science," "untenable in the context of a reflexive sociology that is be-
coming positively confessional [and] a hairline away from religious 
belief and commitment which religious studies spurns" (1996: 92). 

A further example: Much like Flanagan, Andre Droogers tries to 
fashion a methodological position for the student of religion—in this 
case the anthropology of religion—transcending "religionism and re-
ductionism" and making possible a place for methodological theism. 
His personal interest in such a perspective is admittedly tied to his 
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dual status as scholar of religion and religious scholar (Droogers 
1996: 51) (and of course it is the insistence on maintaining a dual 
status that is a central focus of my remarks today) (1996: 51): 

As a Christian working in an ecumenical university, holding the 
chair of the cultural anthropology of religion, and standing in a 
secular science tradition, it is my job to make sense of religion. It 
may cause no surprise that I take the religionism/reductionism 
debate as my test-case and seek to go beyond the established op-
tions. 

The secular science tradition apparently sits lightly on him since he 
claims to have found a way of managing contradictions. Helpful to 
him in this regard is postmodernism, for by deconstructing science it 
"has eroded the contrast between science and religion as forms of 
knowledge" (1996: 60), and in criticizing the dominant scientific 
meta-narrative it has led "to experiment and openness, with carnival 
as a leading metaphor" (1996: 60). How this contributes to a scientific 
study of religion and a cumulative growth of knowledge about relig-
ion is hard to determine for according to Droogers, this methodologi-
cal ludism, as he calls it, entertains various equally valid types of 
explanation of religion "even though contrasting and exclusive among 
themselves [...]" (1996: 61).3  

Perhaps the most sustained effort to reclaim the university for a 
religio-political agenda is exerted by George Marsden in his The Soul 
of the American University: From Protestant Establishment to Estab-
lished Nonbelief and his subsequent The Outrageous Idea of Chris-
tian Scholarship. In the earlier volume Marsden wonders "whether 
there are adequate grounds for most academics to insist on natural-
istic premises that ignore the possibility of fruitful religious perspec-
tives" (Marsden 1994: 430). Marsden maintains that with the de-
valuation of neutral science there is no longer a reason to exclude 
religiously-based claims—even divine revelation—from our research 
and teaching. As he puts it in the later volume, religious people can 
"reflect on the implications of such revelation within the bounds of 

3  The entire volume in which Droogers's paper appears is committed to the 
claim that "at the level of the disciplines there is no unquestioned belief in 
the conflict-transcending objectivity of the social sciences" (Droogers 1996: i) 
and many of the authors take this judgment as grounds on which to intrude 
their religious commitments into their academic work. For example, 
Droogers's colleague in the Free University of Amsterdam, Philip Quarles 
van Ufford, leaves the reader in no doubt about his position: "Knowledge at 
its most reliable arises when silently we open ourselves and acknowledge 
our contingencies, allowing for the presence of God" (Ufford 1996: 42). 
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the mainstream academy by talking about them conditionally" 
(Marsden 1997: 52). They should at least have rights, he insists, 
similar to those who advocate "feminist, Marxist, liberal democratic, 
neoconservative, or purely naturalistic views," (1997: 53) ignoring 
among other things the danger of a concomitant balkanization of the 
university community into various interest and advocacy groups. 
This risk he is ready to accept for the sake of his own religious ideals. 
He insists protectively (and somewhat contradictorily, as it turns out) 
that, as scholars in the university setting, Christians must live up to 
"common standards" of practice, but (1997: 56, 57, 58) 

[a]t the same time, there are limits to one's allegiance to such 
rules. Christians cannot play some of the games of society and 
they cannot accept some of the prevailing rules of other games. 
Nonetheless, there are many social conventions to which Chris-
tians can give limited allegiance. [...] Christians must remember 
that, much as they may value liberal institutions they are par-
ticipating in them on an ad hoc basis, limited by higher alle-
giances. [...] Deeply religious people should be participating fully 
in [the] academy and they should be working to improve its rules, 
particularly those that tend to marginalize their own views. 

As for the study of religion in the academy, he laments what he sees 
as the attempt to raise the academic credibility by treating religion 
purely as an object of study and permitting a definition of the field in 
scientific terms only (1994: 414; 1997: 22). The remedy he seeks is to 
bring religion with its (Christian) salvific agenda back into the uni-
versity. And that of course would effectively make the university not 
only unscientific but actually another kind of church. 

With the resurgence of religion in modern Western societies and the 
dominance of postmodernism and deconstructivism in humanities 
faculties' undermining the prestige and role of science and scientific 
rationality, current conditions on many of our university campuses 
are most hospitable to the humanist and the religious devotee. And 
this situation can only hamper the progress of the Science of Relig-
ion. A central task for the methodologist in this latter field, therefore, 
must be to offset the deleterious effects of these developments wher-
ever possible. In part, our response must involve refuting the argu-
ments presented by religious apologists and postmodernists, but this 
will not in itself suffice; for it is unlikely that an argument drawing 
upon the resources of the very rationality they have rejected will be 
accepted as a properly grounded criticism of their stance. We will 
need to show, I think, that a broader but less-disciplined importation 
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of political, cultural, or other non-cognitive criteria in the adjudica-
tion of scientific research simply opens the field to the articulation of 
individual interests and results in the accumulation of contradictory 
propositions or unsubstantiated claims about the nature of religion. 
There can be no cumulative growth of knowledge about religions with 
such lack of structure and our response to this methodological pov-
erty must begin with identification of its insidious presence in our 
institutions. 

Yet this may not be enough. I believe that we will need to intensify 
our response and to do this we might here take a cue from Bjerknes's 
activity in the re-founding of meteorological science. To recall Fried-
man, Bjerknes saw his problem in political terms; he "[...] grasped 
the outlines of a political economy of institutionalized science, and 
adapted his strategies to the ecological relations within and among 
disciplines" (Friedman 1989: 237), and paradoxical as it may sound 
given my comments above, we too will need to be politically active in 
our own way within our universities and professional associations if 
we are not to see our field of research and analysis overcome by polit-
ico-religious forces, becoming the avenue through which an ulti-
mately religious agenda is re-established in the curriculum of the 
modern Western university. According to Friedman, moreover, 
"[p] assivity was never part of Bjerknes's strategy for achieving pro-
fessional success" (1989: 179), and we will have to be as active if we 
are to re-establish the Science of Religion and counteract the "failure 
of nerve" which has characterized our enterprise for far too long. 

First of all, we need to recognize that there is clearly a sense in 
which the sciences possess a political quality; that is, the very 
founding (or re-founding) of a science—in this case, the Science of 
Religion—constitutes a political act. The founders of a science are in 
some sense political actors because they create the framework—social 
and economic—within which a particular form of collective life is 
carried out; they determine acceptable presuppositions, assumptions, 
and criteria in an attempt to minimize idiosyncrasy and bias in the 
search for knowledge.4  The activity which establishes a science is not 

4  On this matter see Sheldon Wolin's treatment of Max Weber as founder of 
the social sciences (Wolin 1981). For him, founding is political theorizing and 
he maintains that for Weber methodology served "not simply as a guide to 
investigation but as a moral practice and a mode of political action" (1981: 
414) because it was primarily concerned with "the disenchanted world and 
its meaninglessness" (1981: 417). Wolin writes (1981: 416): 

The inherent limitations of science, its inability to make good the defi-
ciencies of the world's meaning, provide the backdrop to the political role 
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itself scientific, to be sure, but that does not imply that the action is 
political in the narrow—party-political or practical—sense of the 
word. In fact, in establishing a science one creates a discourse about 
methods for the attainment of knowledge about the world rather 
than a substantive discourse on behalf of a particular set of cultural-
political values within the world.' 

of the methodologist. His task is not to undertake scientific investiga-
tions or even to instruct his co-workers on how best to conduct research, 
much less to offer a special field of study. Rather it is to show them that 
significant action in their chosen realm is possible. It is, therefore, a 
form of political education in the meaning of vocation. Its politicalness 
comes from the seriousness, even urgency, of the relationship between 
vocational action and the world. 

I disagree with Wolin's interpretation of Weber's "Science as a Vocation" but 
there is no need to deal with that matter here. 

Knut Erik Tranøy (Tranøy 1976), although accepting that "[p]rofessional 
knowledge seekers are a sub-culture [and therefore] one of the specialized 
tribes of the world" (1976: 7), insists that (what he calls) the "ideology of in-
quiry" must involve both internal and external norms of inquiry, that is, 
both methodological norms and policy norms. The former govern scientific 
research while the latter relate to issues of education and the application of 
the results of research. "Methodological norms and values," he writes, "do 
not suffice to legitimate all types of actions and activities involved in inquiry 
defined as the search for, and the acquisition and communication of knowl-
edge" (1976: 3). He does not, however, provide a persuasive argument for 
adopting such a definition of inquiry but merely suggests that "no reason-
able person ever [thought] that science and educational policies could and 
should be wertfrei and 'value neutral' [...]" (1976: 4). It seems to me, how-
ever, that this is precisely what Ernest Gellner (1973) maintains in his ar-
gument that the establishment of science entails the creation of the new 
value of objective knowledge, wholly unconnected with other political, cul-
tural, and religious values. For Gellner, science only emerges because it has 
somehow obtained a "diplomatic immunity" from other values; science is 
knowledge for the sake of knowledge alone and is, therefore, discontinuous 
with other cultural values. (I have dealt with this matter at greater length 
in my book The Irony of Theology and the Nature of Religious Thought 
[1991]). If this kind of argument is persuasive, then Tranøy is ready to con-
cede the argument I develop here (Wiebe 1991: 5, 6): 

If these two sub-sets of the ideology of inquiry, methodological norms 
and policy norms, are completely separate, then a traditional and now so 
often disputed view of science is not only defensible but incontrovertible. 
[...1. If the two activities are thus normatively distinct, this means that 
responsibility in science can be divided between two distinct sets of peo-
ple. The active scientist is and should be guided and legitimated by 
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Maurice Cowling's comments about politics and political science are 
helpful in sorting out the issues involved in the politics of the study 
of religion (Cowling 1963: 209-210): 

Professors of Political Science who want to engage in political 
practice (by standing for Parliament, writing in newspapers, ad-
vising governments or joining the City Council) are free to do so. 
But they are, so far as they do this, abandoning their academic 
function for a practical political one. To do so may, if they are 
lucky, help them to illuminate the academic subject-matter. But 
the only rational action to which scholars are committed, the only 
moral action to which they are commanded and the only "social 
responsibility" to which their professional position compels them, 
is to use their energies in order to explain in its full diversity as 
much as they can of the nature of the world in which they live. 

According to Cowling, therefore, failure or refusal to demarcate the 
study of political behaviour from political behaviour itself is to pre-
clude all possibility of a political science. It goes without saying that 
to explain the character of the world constitutes a form of action and 
is therefore comparable in some broad sense to a form of political ac-
tion; but explanation carries with it, as Cowling puts it, its "own con-
ventions, rules, and institutions" (1963: 210) which distinguish it 
from everyday political action. Thus Cowling writes: "[...] it is desir-
able to rid university faculties of the pretension to be schools of po-
litical practice, not because of the confusions this induces in the con-
duct of politics, but because of the damage it does to universities 
themselves" (1963: 120). 

This confusion of politics and political science is mirrored by the 
confusion of religion with the study of religion—in both cases we en-
counter the necessity of distinguishing between partisan action and 
theoretical discourse. And this confusion is damaging to the univer-
sity because it involves the subordination of the academy to an 
agenda not its own—a development corrosive of the very foundations 
upon which our scientific work proceeds. And this would require of 
us, I suggest, a mode of political response more closely connected to 
that variety which culminates in institutionalized action. It is not 
enough that our methodological effort restrict itself to the techniques 
and methods involved in the various disciplines and sub-disciplines 
of our field. We must generate an organized political response. For in 
my opinion there is a sense in which the departments—and possibly 

methodological norms. Others will worry about science policy and the 
application of results. 
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the university itself—are subject to hostile takeover by interests far 
from scientific. If science, then, is simply another manifestation of 
what we generally see as formal political action, the university would 
be but another participant in party politics rather than an enterprise 
providing objective knowledge of the world (including politics and 
religion). In such a scenario those who espouse science as tradition-
ally defined would be justified in defending their form of politics, in a 
party-political fashion, from imperialistic takeover by the politics of 
their various critics. 

In any event, mapping out political action of this kind is, I think, a 
particularly important aspect of the task of the methodologist in our 
field. We need, for example, to establish more appropriate relations 
between our research and that of other established scientific fields, 
severing all relationship with religious and political interest groups 
including those which ambiguously (if not insidiously) engage in the 
kind of Religious Studies described by Smart and Prozesky. We must 
be far more active in our protection of the university as an institution 
dedicated to scientific research. Given the current intellectual atmos-
phere on our campuses this will require reminding university admin-
istrators and government officials of the very specific mandate of the 
modern university and of their responsibility to see that resources 
are used to that end. 

Although discussion of an appropriate political response to the aca-
demic expectations with which students of religion should work is 
important to our methodological discussion, we are just as urgently 
compelled to address the question of a research program which will 
bring a measure of unity to the Science of Religion. We must not only 
reject the polymethodism of programs of Religious Studies of the kind 
described above; we must refuse to condone even a polymethodologi-
cal concept of the Science of Religion—the two strategies are clearly 
complementary. Without theory to analyze independently available 
descriptions of religious experience, practice, and belief, (as opposed 
to constructivist views of religion—on lines similar to those of my 
criticism of Friedman's constructivism above—which make those de-
scriptions the product of theoretical-scientific activity)6, we cannot be 

6  There are a number of scholars who take a constructivist view of religion, 
arguing that religion is the product of the scholar's attention rather than an 
independent or autonomous reality. Russell McCutcheon (1997), for exam-
ple, argues such a case against Eliade and his followers who claim religion to 
be a sui generis reality. Although I agree with McCutcheon's critique of the 
notion of religion as wholly autonomous with respect to other aspects of our 
social and cultural existence it seems to me unwarranted to claim that relig- 
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said to vaunt scientific knowledge of religion; so it is to theory above 
all that we must look if our field is to achieve coherence. I am well 
aware of those critics of science who, like Paul Feyerabend, insist 
that "[t]he world, including the world of science, is a complex and 
scattered entity that cannot be captured by theories and simple 
rules" (Feyerabend 1995:142) but this observation is hardly sufficient 
grounds for an all-out debunking of theory in our quest for knowledge 
of the world around us. Feyerabend's complaint, moreover, that 
theorists are dangerous because they often believe themselves to 
have found "shortcuts" to understanding nature or society—"[a] few 
words, a few formulas, and the Secret is revealed" (1995: 93)—is 
scarcely a fair or persuasive evaluation of the efforts of the history of 
any field. Theories may be dangerous when they place constraints 
upon thought, but without such constraint (which I prefer to call 
"structure") it is not at all clear that knowledge or insight would ever 
be gained at all; the alternative, an amorphous oracularism, is not a 
viable alternative to theory. If theories of religion are "dangerous" in 
the constraints they place upon our thinking about religion, they 
nonetheless bear the greater chance of understanding data than any-
thing else. 

In considering the need for a research program for the study of re-
ligion, it is interesting that it is on the strength of evolutionary the-
ory that the Science of Religion initially made an appearance as a 
new field of research. The nineteenth-century study of religion, 
Sharpe notes in his history of the discipline, involved a variety of ap-
proaches—theological, philosophical, and scholarly—but he rightly 
argues that those approaches were devoid of a cardinal principle or 
idea that might somehow tie them together and provide a coherent 
explanatory account of the data. Each of these approaches, rather, 
was concerned with "understanding" religion and its value to society. 
"What was lacking," in all this, he writes, "was [...] one single guiding 
principle of method which was at the same time able to satisfy the 
demands of history and of science" (Sharpe 1986: 26). And Sharpe 
correctly points out that it was "evolutionism" which provided the 
guiding principle which made the emergence of the Science of Relig-
ion possible. Here for the first time was an opportunity to understand 
religion in terms other than religious. Darwinism, that is, made it 
possible for "the real focus of the study of religion [...] to be located, 

ion is therefore the product of the scholar's study. Surely it is the product of 
human activity long before scholarly attention is focused upon it; indeed, 
only if that were so, could we pay such attention to it. 
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not in transcendental philosophy, but in [...] this-worldly categories 
[...]" (1986: 24). 

But this early theory of evolution, with its organismic metaphors 
often attached to simplistic notions of progress, fell into disrepute by 
the end of the First World War. Fewer scholars found themselves in-
fused with the evolutionary optimism which had permeated the 
study of religion since the 1870s, and more and more researchers 
were drawn to "close and detailed studies in a limited area rather 
than in vast comparisons and synthetic pattern-making," (1986: 174), 
giving rise to the polymethodic structure which characterizes it to 
this day—a structure which, I think it could be persuasively argued, 
permits the field to return to the polymethodism of its "pre-
paradigmatic" state. Furthermore, even though there may have been 
some enrichment of the field by the variety of approaches adopted 
since this "paradigmatic" phase, it is also clear that much by way of 
explanatory power has been forfeited. And I want to suggest here 
that we need to reconsider the value of a return to evolutionary the-
ory to re-establish a unifying framework for the study of religion. 
Making a convincing case for this is not really possible here, because 
it would require not only a thorough analysis of the reasons for the 
rejection earlier this century of evolutionary theory as a framework 
but also a detailed account of how neo-Darwinian theory can actually 
help explain religious phenomena. But I would like at least to provide 
some indication of why I think the theory worth further considera-
tion. 

Daniel Dennett's analysis of the explanatory capacity of evolution-
ary theory in Darwin's Dangerous Idea, I think, provides a solid case 
for the application of the theory not only to biological but also to cul-
tural phenomena. The materialistic perspective of modern evolution-
ary theory, he argues diminishes the sharp divide many think sepa-
rates Naturwissenschaften from the Geisteswissenschaften. As he 
puts it, "[i]f there is just one Design Space [...] in which the offspring 
of both our bodies and our minds are united under one commodious 
set of R-and-D processes, then [the] traditional walls [between the 
two] may tumble" (Dennett 1995: 189). Given that perspective, he 
then argues, "the central biological concept of function and the cen-
tral philosophical concept of meaning can be explained and united" 
(1995: 185). And if this is so, then "all the achievements of human 
culture—language, art, religion, ethics, science itself—are themselves 
artifacts [...] of the same fundamental process. There is no Special 
Creation of language, and neither art nor religion has a literally di-
vine inspiration" (1995: 144). 



270 	 DONALD WIEBE 

Dennett has not himself applied this explanatory approach to relig-
ious phenomena; there are a number of scholars, however, who have 
demonstrated the benefits to be gained from such theoretical analy-
ses. Dan Sperber's work, for example, on the epidemiology of beliefs 
shows that a naturalistic and materialistic program for social science 
is more than merely conceivable; in fact, it is clearly superior to the 
holistic hermeneutical approaches which methodologically isolate 
social science, for it "establishes fundamental continuities between its 
domain and that of one or several neighbouring natural sciences" 
(Sperber 1996: 5). His own attempt to account for cultural realities, 
therefore, is to treat culture as "the precipitate of cognition and com-
munication in a human culture," (1996: 97) for then it is possible to 
find genuine material causes of culture rather than "attribut[ing] 
causal powers to entities such as institutions or ideologies" (1996: 99). 
The adoption of such a framework of explanation and the application 
of such techniques of analysis are fruitfully applied specifically to 
religious phenomena in a number of recent works by E. Thomas 
Lawson and Robert McCauley (1990), Pascal Boyer (1994), Ann 
Baranowski (1994, 1998), Luther H. Martin (1997), Stewart Guthrie 
(1993), and Walter Burkert (1996) among others, and are very sug-
gestive of the benefits to be gained by the Science of Religion in a re-
newed emphasis upon theory. These scholars, like Bjerknes, have 
obviously "grasped the outlines of a political economy of the sciences" 
and have been able to exploit that economy in the aid of generating 
genuine explanations of religious phenomena. We can recognize here, 
at least, a general agreement that whatever religion is, if we are ever 
to understand it, we will have to study it not simply empirically but 
also theoretically. 
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JANE WILLIAMS-HOGAN 

Discovering the Two Faces of Religious 
Charismatic Action — Traditional and 
Modern: A Model 

Introduction 

In the early decades of this century, Max Weber (1864-1920) identi-
fied charisma as a rationalizing force bestowed upon individuals 
within traditional societies, which gave them and, through them, 
their followers greater ability to manipulate and control the world. 
He claimed that charisma was the agent of rationalization, which 
brought forth the modern, disenchanted world—a world in which 
mysterious forces no longer come into play. It is a cynical world of 
instrumental rationality in which, in principle, all things can be mas-
tered by means of calculation. To Weber, this gift of rationality, 
which in traditional societies is distributed almost randomly, be-
comes the rightful inheritance of every modern individual. From this 
perspective charisma, having brought the modern world into being, 
no longer has any particular function or place in it. It should by all 
rights disappear. 

Weber's approach emptied charisma of content and left it without a 
locus within which it could operate in the modern age, even though 
Weber himself saw charisma as vital to meaningful human life. We-
ber was aware that his concept of charisma was paradoxical, and this 
led him to have genuine concern for the viability of modern society. 
Among other places in his corpus, he articulated this in The Protes-
tant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905) and in his essay 
"Science as a Vocation" (1919). Weber feared that life in modern ra-
tional society was meaningless or was rapidly becoming so. In it 
people could no longer be called or swept up by the pulsation of some 
prophetic pneuma. 

The continual stream of new religious movements, as well as politi-
cal movements, which have sprung up throughout this century may 
suggest that perhaps Weber was just wrong—perhaps modern relig-
ious movements are really possible. Perhaps the search for meaning 

18 
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is completely possible now, but merely takes a different form in the 
modern world. Perhaps today charisma has a different guise, and 
shows a different face. On the other hand, however, perhaps all these 
new religious movements merely demonstrate the validity of Weber's 
perspective, because they are not really "new" religious movements, 
but only old style religious movements which spring up among tradi-
tionally oriented groups which have persisted on the periphery of 
modern society. What is needed in order to investigate this distinc-
tion is a methodology which can identify the characteristics of tradi-
tional and modern types of religious action. The presentation of such 
a methodology is the focus of this paper. First, however, we need to 
explore whether religion in any form has a future. The following dis-
cussion follows Stark and Bainbridge's argument in their book The 
Future of Religion (1985). 

The Future of Religion 

Stark and Bainbridge have argued convincingly for the survival of 
religion, even in our modern scientific culture. Although they ac-
knowledge secularization as a powerful trend in modern life, religion, 
as they define it, will not, in fact, disappear. It will not, because it 
provides answers to the question of the meaning of both life and 
death. They call the answers to these questions compensators and 
distinguish them from the rewards which can be provided at least to 
some people within the structures of everyday life. Thus, they define 
religions as "human organizations primarily engaged in providing 
general compensators based upon supernatural assumptions" (Stark 
and Bainbridge 1985: 8). Their definition of religion is in essential 
agreement with Daniel Bell's (1977). He defines religion as: "a set of 
coherent answers to the core existential questions that confront every 
human group, ..." (Bell 1977: 429). 

According to Bell, it is the human predicament that gives rise to 
religion, not human nature, as the ancient Greeks would have it, nor 
human history, as Marx believed (1977: 428). Human beings, unlike 
animals, are conscious of their own death, and this consciousness is 
integral to the definition of the species—Homo Sapiens "man, the 
knowing one." The question of salvation is the basic human question, 
as Weber posed it—"What shall we do, and how shall we live?" 
(Weber 1958a: 143). 

In a sense, it is how one answers this fundamentally religious 
question that delineates both the structure and content of all human 
life. Of the five major social institutions, only religion is proper solely 
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to human beings. It is our human religious questions and concerns 
which essentially separate us from animals, and religion is the insti-
tution which humanity has devised to deal with them. Therefore, it 
follows that because these questions will never disappear, neither 
will religion. 

Why then, has the process of secularization been viewed by so 
many social scientists as the final twilight of the gods (Stark and 
Bainbridge 1985: 430)? According to Stark and Bainbridge this has 
occurred primarily for two reasons: first, because they believe that 
the process is uni-directional and non-reversible; and second, because 
"they are convinced that a new factor has entered into and canceled 
the old equation: the rise of science. Science is expected to make relig-
ion implausible, and hence modern secularization will not produce 
new major religions, but an era of rationality in which mysticism can 
no longer find a significant place" (1985: 430). This position is clearly 
stated by Anthony F. C. Wallace, who has written: "... the evolution-
ary future of religion is extinction... the process is inevitable" (1966: 
264-265). 

Stark and Bainbridge's concept of secularization challenges the 
uni-directional and non-reversible character of secularization. From 
their perspective secularization is not a recent phenomenon brought 
on by the scientific revolution, but is a perennial process in all relig-
ious economies. Secularization occurs because the dominant religions, 
in any culture, are always moving toward an accommodation with 
the world. They begin in a high tension relationship with the world 
and move toward a low tension relationship with it. According to 
them, this process is self-limiting and generates two countervailing 
processes: revival and religious innovation. 

They define revivals as sects which are born "to restore vigorous 
otherworldliness to a conventional faith" (Stark and Bainbridge 1985: 
2). These sectarian revivals seek to enliven old faiths, while religious 
innovations are movements which attempt to fashion new religious 
traditions. Their ability to succeed depends, in part, on the strength 
and vigor of existing conventional religions to oppose them, and be-
cause of their perceived truth. Historically, "thus, did Christianity, 
Islam and Buddhism, and the other great world faiths wrest domi-
nant market positions from older faiths" (Stark and Bainbridge 1985: 
2). They did so, because they were better adapted to the current mar-
ket demands of their times. 

While Stark and Bainbridge acknowledge science as a new and 
powerful cultural force to be reckoned with, they do not believe that 
it will eliminated human concern with death or the desire to escape 
it, or interest in the question of the meaning of life. They do say, 
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however, that while "science can challenge some of the claims made 
by historic religions, ... it cannot provide the primary satisfaction 
that has long been the raison d'être of religions" (Stark and Bain-
bridge 1985: 431). 

From Stark and Bainbridge's perspective, science only threatens 
the magical/miraculous formulations which religions offer. While the 
purely supernatural elements of religion can remain above the fray, 
any magical formulations which they supply can be directly chal-
lenged by science, because magic competes with science in its claim to 
offer tangible results. Magic claims to utilize supernatural means to 
provide this worldly ends, while science claim to use this worldly 
means to achieve this worldly ends.1  Since magic and science claim 
the same empirical playing field, magic is vulnerable to scientific 
challenge and disconfirmation. 

Traditional religions which arose prior to the scientific revolution 
often included magic in their offering. According to Stark and Bain-
bridge, this was particularly true for religions that attempted to 
dominate the religious economy in which they operated. Science, or 
the systematic process of evaluating explanations empirically, "will 
always tend to drive out empirically testable explanations that are 
false or at least less efficient than some other explanation. In conse-
quence, as science is more widely practiced, it will tend to drive out 
magic" (Stark and Bainbridge 1985: 432). In this way, science creates 
a cultural atmosphere skeptical of religion. 

Effect of Secularization on Traditional Faiths, Sects 
and Cults 

Stark and Bainbridge see secularization as a circular or perhaps spi-
ral process. Through it "sects are tamed and transformed into 
churches. Their initial otherworldliness is reduced and worldliness is 
accommodated. Secularization also eventually leads to the collapse of 
religious organizations as their extreme worldliness—their weak and 
vague conceptions of the supernatural—leaves them without the 
means to satisfy even the universal dimension of religious commit-
ment" (Stark and Bainbridge 1985: 429). This shift in position rela-
tive to the larger culture opens the door to the formation of sects, a 

Religion which uses this worldly and other worldly means to achieve this 
worldly and other worldly ends is the complex of them all, and this may be 
why religion is the preeminent human institution. 
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conservative and circular process, and cults, an innovative and per-
haps spiral process. 

Within this perspective, traditional religions begin in tension with 
their surrounding culture and gradually move to a position of rela-
tively low tension with their environment. When the scientific world 
view became the dominant perspective in Western society, many of 
the traditional churches, which previously had been in low tension 
with society, found themselves potentially in higher tension with it—
that is, if they held steadfast to certain doctrinal positions such as 
biblical miracles or the literal interpretation of Genesis. To remain in 
low tension some of these positions had to be reinterpreted and oth-
ers had to be abandoned. Today, these organizations, according to 
Stark and Bainbridge "offer only very weak general conpensators. 
The conception of the supernatural they sustain has receded to a re-
mote, inactive, almost non-existent divinity" (1985: 434). 

Revivalistic sects attempt to restore the vigor and potency of these 
traditional religions. Evangelical Protestantism and Charismatic Ca-
tholicism in the United States are good examples of this effort. While 
these movements are reasonably successful in attracting and holding 
members, they have not established a position which makes them 
invulnerable to the forces of secularization. In fact, "the trouble with 
revival is that it is heir to a whole cultural history, and this history is 
replete with defeats of doctrine by science" (Stark and Bainbridge 
1985: 435). Their strength may lie more in their strong moral posi-
tions than in their defense of supernatural interventions in the 
world. In any case, in so far as these groups pick and choose between 
the aspects of the tradition they are willing to defend and those they 
are not, they have played into the hands of the forces of seculariza-
tion, with science playing the role of legitimator. Thus, revival, as a 
response to secularization, is inherently weak and may lack long-
term staying power as it speaks to markets already marginalized by 
secularization. 

According to Stark and Bainbridge, innovation may be, therefore, 
the more fruitful avenue of response to secularization. The faiths that 
were dominant in the pre-scientific period, were well suited to the 
cultures in which they arose. They were innovative at the time and 
did not make claims that were false within the world view of the day. 
This is no longer the case, as they were not designed to fit the re-
quirements of our present scientific culture. Does that mean, as 
Brian Wilson suggests, that the development of new religious groups 
should be seen "as a confirmation of the process of secularization? 
[and that] They indicate the extent to which religion has become in-
consequential for modern society?" (1976: 96). 
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For Wilson the emergence of new religions confirms the process of 
secularization because religious action is essentially traditional and 
therefore can only develop outside of the impersonal, rational, and 
bureaucratic framework of modern society. That is to say, according 
to him, that religious action requires "charismatic leadership, ..., col-
lective behavior, spontaneous faith, and unconstrained obedience" 
(1976: 125). 

While granting that some religious activity in the modern age fits 
within the traditional framework of action, surely some innovative 
religion must be modern in character. Stark and Bainbridge suggest 
Mormonism, the Unification Church, and some older cults, such as 
Christian Science, Theosophy, the Baha'i , and New Age groups as 
possible candidates. While they use them as examples of their gen-
eral contentions that religion remains a viable option in modern soci-
ety, and that cults tend to flourish in environments where the domi-
nant faiths are the weakest, they don't provide any criteria with 
which to judge their ultimate success or failure within our current 
culture or their exactness of fit. Thus, we need to ask, what are the 
requirements of religious action which would be compatible within 
the framework of modern scientific society? 

A Theory of Modern Religious Action 

Weber's theory of social action is a useful point of departure in order 
to discover the characteristics of religious action compatible with 
modern social structure. Two concepts in particular are useful: cha-
risma and prophecy. Charisma because any new structure of relig-
ious action requires it; and prophecy because, as Weber said, the con-
struction of a new religion requires a "new and genuine prophecy" 
(1958b: 155). 

Throughout human history the extraordinary and exceptional pow-
ers of charisma have provided mankind access to and communication 
with the ultimate and the sacred. Embodied in an individual leader 
or prophet who appears to have supernatural and superhuman 
qualities, charisma orders the world by providing answers to the ex-
istential quandary of human life. The answers provide the inspira-
tion for the creeds, the rites, and the institutional forms of religion. 
However, it was Weber's understanding that in the very process of 
adapting the extraordinary to the ordinary structures of everyday 
life, the creative essence of the religious experience is gradually ob-
scured and eventually obliterated. This dimming of the vision of the 
prophet over time leads to a crisis of meaning for the group or the 
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community involved. The sense of distress which inevitably develops 
can only be addressed, within his theory, by the emergence of an-
other prophet or charismatic leader. It is this evolutionary cycle 
which, Weber theorized, is the vehicle of change within traditional 
societies. In it each successive charismatic vision, in order adequately 
to resolve the new or existing level of distress, is more rational than 
the last, until in the end the world is totally rationalized. 

As we have seen, modern Western society from Weber's point of 
view is such a society. Charisma, the dynamic principle of change in 
the process of rationalization, appears to have no place once society 
has become rationalized. Charisma once routinized, the unique once 
made uniform, seems to free man from his dependence upon the gift 
of charisma, and seems to give man a sense of independent action 
and freedom of control. And yet even Weber saw that rational action, 
a by-product of the unique and superhuman quality of charisma, was 
in truth only a pale imitation or shadow of charisma. Thus he felt 
that for social life to be human and to have meaning, it must contain 
the quality or at least the possibility of charisma.2  It is this alterna-
tive conception of charisma, as the essence of foundation, which We-
ber recognized as so important, that can be useful in the construction 
of a model of religious action in the modern age. 

The system of authority which Weber identified as modern is ra-
tional-legal or rational-bureaucratic. This type of social system is 
characterized by its impersonality. In it there is little room for the 
individual creative action so necessary for personal charisma, and 
rationality rather than affectivity governs the conduct of action. Al-
though Weber correctly observed the shift in the framework of le-
gitimacy in a system of rational legal domination from that of a per- 

2 
Both Parsons and Mommsen have made the observation that for Weber 

charisma provides the basis of legitimacy in any social system traditional or 
modern. (Williams-Hogan 1985: 637) As Parsons says; "In other words, cha-
risma is directly linked with legitimacy, is indeed the name in Weber's sys-
tem for the source of legitimacy in general." (Parsons 1968: 663) Mommsen 
says; "Although Weber treated of charismatic leadership in the context of his 
political sociology as just one paticular type among others, he nonetheless 
showed a strong tendency to identify it with genuine leadership of any kind 
.... The notion that all genuine leadership is, in some way or another, of a 
charismatic nature does indeed lead to the conclusion that some element of 
`charisma,' whether in a routinized or in a disguised form, is required in 
every system of domination, regardless of its particular nature." (Mommsen 
1974: 79) "The essential point is that the quest for the source of legality al-
ways leads back to a charismatic, whether by apostolic succession, revealed 
law (Calvin's Geneva), divine right or general will." Parsons 1968: 665. 
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sonal order to that of an impersonal one, he continued to imagine 
that charismatic breakthroughs, if they were to be possible at all in 
modern societies, would still be embodied in personal charismatic 
leaders. That is, although Weber understood the tremendous struc-
tural changes wrought by the coming of modern society, he never 
gave up the prophet as the model of charisma. 

The difficulty with this model is not merely theoretical. Although 
modern man continues to be fascinating by personal charisma which 
bursts into his rationally ordered world from time to time, it also fre-
quently fills him with a sense of horror and dread, on the one hand, 
and on the other, with a sense of the ridiculous and the absurd.' Re-
actions to the awesome "demonic" powers of Hitler, Stalin, and Jim 
Jones exemplify our collective sense of horror, and reactions to the 
salvatory claims of the tele-evangelists exemplify our sense of the 
ridiculous. What this discussion suggests is, that while the concept of 
charisma as a source of inspiration and legitimation can be retained 
as a theoretical element, it would be fruitful to look for its location 
elsewhere than in the individual. 

But the question of where else to look presents a serious problem. 
For as we know a "new religion" requires " a new and genuine proph-
ecy," and what other source of prophecy is there but the prophet? 
Obviously, there is none. However, while it is necessary to acknowl-
edge this truth, the specific nature of the prophetic role remains 
open, thus indicating an area in need of development. 

How to conceptualize the prophetic role is the key to understanding 
the modern face of charisma. If the role of the prophet changes, so 
then do the other elements of religious action. In the traditional 
framework of action the prophet has a very personal role to play. His 
followers develop a very close relationship to him, and he demands 
absolute obedience to the religious law. In this model, in an extreme 
case charisma can be transformed into Franz Neumann's concept of 
Caesarism where power not love rules (1962: 246). If however, the 
prophet, but not his words, were absent from the founding and the 
unfolding of a religious movement then the whole framework of ac-
tion which could develop would be different. 

3 It should be noted that in men like Martin Luther King, Jr,. and Ghandi it 
still retains its traditional pull. Whether such men can "call" both tradi-
tional and modern segments of present day society is a question that is ad-
dressed later in this paper. 
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Two Faces of Charisma: Traditional and Modern 

Within the traditional framework of action, the problems which the 
prophet addresses are socio-historically specific and primarily com-
munal, and the solutions offered are in the nature of a collective 
covenant. That is, they will resolve the problem only if they become 
binding on the group as a whole. The laws or rules which form the 
new way of life or the new covenant are promulgated to correct lapses 
in the social structure, not necessarily lapses of the individual. As a 
result, they are to be enforced by the group not merely by the indi-
vidual. Thus acknowledgment of the charismatic quality of the 
prophet requires in itself spontaneous obedience to his demands. If 
we abstract these characteristics, we can present a more detailed 
model of traditional prophecy, which focuses on its structural compo-
nents: 

1. Mode of Prophecy: oral. 2. Nature of Crisis: communal. 3. Nature 
of Covenant: collective. 4. Nature of Message: particularistic. 5. Na-
ture of Controls: external. 6. Nature of Response: demanded obedi-
ence; spontaneous obedience; group directed subordination. 

In examining traditional prophecy from a structural perspective, it 
becomes clear that modern individuals will not heed its call. If they 
could hear any calls to meaning, or the call to resolve the existential 
human question, it must be in a form that is congenial to the re-
quirements of modernity. What follows is the proposed model of mod-
ern prophecy: 1. Mode of Prophecy: written. 2. Nature of Crisis: per-
sonal. 3. Nature of Covenant: individual. 4. Nature of Message: uni-
versal. 5. Nature of Controls: internal. 6. Nature of Response: volun-
tary obedience; reflective obedience; self-subordination.4  

For the sake of clarity, it might be useful to present the two models 
in a schematic form. 

4 After this paper was presented at the IAHR Conference in Turku, Finland, 
August 4-7, 1997, Matti Kamppinen from the University of Turku suggested 
including an additional component namely, the scope of control of the pro-
phetic leader. Does it reach into all aspects of the followers life, both public 
and private, or does it permit areas of individual discretion and action? 
Thus, is the scope of control broad or narrow? This suggestion is useful and a 
real addition to the model. How this would play out in the model of modern 
religious action where the emphasis is on self control remains to be explored. 
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Two Models of Prophecy 

Category 	 Traditional 	 Modern 
1. Mode of Prophecy 	oral 	 written 
2. Nature of Crisis 	 communal 	 personal 

Category 	 Traditional 	 Modern 
3. Nature of Covenant 	collective 	 individual 
4. Nature of Message 	particularistic 	universal 
5. Nature of Controls 	external 	 internal 
6. Nature of Response 	demanded 	 reflective 

obedience 	 obedience 

Model Categories 

1. Mode of Prophecy. This refers to form of communication by which 
the prophetic message is received. A revelatory experience of an in-
dividual is the starting point of the social phenomenon of prophecy. 
However, regardless of the nature of that experience, it must be 
communicated to others if it is to have any social significance. 
Whether that experience is communicated by speech or written word 
is of tremendous importance in the subsequent development of 
prophecy. This will be discussed in greater detail later. 

2. Nature of Crisis. This category refers to the type of situation 
which calls forth the prophecy and the response. Communal crises 
affect the well-being of a group of people and often are situations 
which directly affect the group as a whole. Both the cause and the 
solution of a communal crisis are felt to be a communal matter, and 
communal action is necessary for its resolution. Examples of commu-
nal crises are: wars, famines, pestilence, oppression, and economic 
and social dislocation. Personal crises, however, are private, and 
while they reflect concerns that many individuals actually have, they 
are experienced primarily within the self. The resolution of personal 
crises requires action on the part of the individual. Examples of per-
sonal crises are: fear of death, sense of personal sin, anxiety about 
the meaning of life, and the search for God. 

3. Nature of Covenant. A covenant or a Berith, is an agreement be-
tween persons or parties. It is also defined in Webster's New Colle-
giate Dictionary as, "a solemn compact between members of a church 
to maintain its faith, discipline, etc..." (Webster's 1958: 192). Yahweh 
made a covenant with the children of Israel, and for the covenant to 
be maintained by "the chosen people" each and every member was 
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required to live according to His law. On His part, Yahweh promised 
his people that they would live long and well in the promised land if 
they abided by the covenant, that is if they obeyed his law. This 
identifies the nature of a collective covenant. It is a compact which is 
binding on all the members of the group. When God offers man an 
individual covenant, however, each man is bound by God's law inde-
pendently. Ultimately, he is solely responsible for his own conduct. 
Jesus, when he instituted the holy supper said, "This cup is the new 
covenant in my blood, which is shed for you." (Luke 22:20) That this 
new covenant was between God and each man is apparent in the 
Lord's saying: "He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he 
who does not believe will be condemned." (Mark 16:16) 

4. Nature of the Message. What is the message about, and to whom 
is it addressed? Is the prophet speaking to a very particular situa-
tion, which is affecting a very specific people, and which cannot eas-
ily be generalized? Or is the prophet speaking to the conditions and 
concerns of all people everywhere? Is the message (and the solution it 
entails) bound by class, social, and historical issues, or is it like a sci-
entific formula, usable and replicable regardless of the specifics of 
time and place? If the message cannot be generalized, it is particular-
istic. If it is like a scientific formula, it has universal applicability. 

5. Nature of Controls. Any compact or agreement requires a system 
of sanctions to ensure compliance with it. This category refers to the 
way in which the covenant is enforced. It can either be enforced 
through the external supervision and control of others, or it can be 
enforced through internal controls or self discipline. A contrast can 
be made here between a system where the community has the legiti-
mate right to oversee the spiritual progress of all of its members, and 
where one's spiritual progress is confessed only to God. 

6. Nature of Response. This concept refers to the expectations that 
the prophet has regarding those who receive his message. Must they 
respond to the demands of his message completely, automatically, 
and without question, because he or his disciples say so; or are they 
permitted to reflect on his message, to see if it makes sense, and then 
to choose voluntary to subordinate themselves to it? Must those to 
whom the prophet is sent respond enthusiastically and spontane-
ously, or may they think and reflect on the message? 
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Distinctions 

With this brief discussion of the terminology used in the model, it 
would now be useful to probe the categories more deeply, particularly 
the distinction between oral and written prophecy. 

Oral vs. Written Prophecy 

In his book Beyond the Written Word, William A. Graham quotes the 
Egyptologist Alan Gardiner who said: "'Speech and Writing have 
been the two main stages passed by [man] on his long road to civili-
zation' (1987: 12). They may also define two fundamentally different 
models of prophecy. In fact, the difference between oral and written 
prophecy may be the key distinction between the structures of tradi-
tional and modern prophecy, because the other distinctions between 
these models appear to follow from it. Oral prophecy, almost by defi-
nition is, in its founding stage, communal. While access to written 
communication, according to Graham, "is through an individual's 
private, silent reading and study," (1987: 9) the written word has 
gradually opened "new vistas on both the substance and shape of 
knowledge" (1987: 14). The spoken word stimulates our affections, 
while the written word encourages critical reflection.' Graham con-
tinues: 

Still more: the use of written records eventually stimulates or 
coincides with new concerns and purposes for verbal narrative 
that are qualitatively as well as quantitatively different from 
those of primary oral cultures. Speaking involves interaction with 
an audience; writing necessitates distancing of the writer from 
his or her reader. The inclination of modern hermeneuts such as 
Paul Ricoeur to see the written text as utterly independent of its 
author is an extreme but logical expression of the autonomy of 
the written word. Fixing a text visually objectifies its discourse as 
symbols on the page and makes it as something abstract and im-
personal, an object of analysis apart from the specific, always 

5 As any lover knows, hearing the voice of the loved one brings a welling up 
of affection that merely seeing the name does not. And as Jack Goody says, 
"... writing, and still more alphabetic literacy, made it possible to scrutinize 
discourse in a different kind of way by giving oral communication a semi-
permanent form; this scrutiny favoured the increase in scope of critical activ-
ity ... writing laid out discourse before one's eyes in a different kind of way ... 
Graham 1987: 15. 
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contextual situations of oral speech... literacy makes 'study' pos-
sible, and with it, the 'abstractly sequential, classificatory, ex-
planatory examination of phenomena or of stated truths' that is 
`impossible without writing and reading (1987: 15). 

However, not only does writing change the processing of information; 
it also affects the manner that it is used. For example, as Graham 
says: 

oral retelling of the past, even by specialized guardians of a soci-
ety's traditions, is not subject to the same repeated scrutiny over 
time (whether within a single transmitter's lifetime or over sev-
eral generations) that a written record receives. Where the former 
is personal (which is to say, communal, in the most immediate 
sense) and directed to present concerns and situations, the latter 
has existence apart from its author, his or her 'present' concerns, 
and those of the community, which will rarely be the same as 
those of a latter time (1987: 16).6  

Written communication has the capacity to change both the trans-
mission of culture and an individual's relationship to his own past. It 
allows the past to become fixed and distant from the present, but it 
also allows it to be a permanent possession, unlike the ephemeral 
quality of an oral presentation. Furthermore, speech has a different 
audience with different demands than does the written word. What 
one hopes to find in a text differs markedly from one's expectations of 
a performance. Thus, in Graham it is argued that "'the graphic rep-
resentation of speech ... is a tool' that 'encourages reflection upon and 
the organization of information' and 'also changes the nature of rep-
resentations of the world' even for those in the culture who cannot 
write" (1987: 17). 

This discussion has tremendous significance, because currently we 
live in an age of the written word. As Graham says: 

For most if not all of us, the fixed, visible page of print is the fun-
damental medium of both information and demonstration of 

6 
Further, as Goody and Watt say, "In oral societies the cultural tradition is 

transmitted almost entirely by face-to-face communication; and changes in 
its content are accompanied by the homeostatic process of forgetting or 
transforming those parts of the tradition that cease to be either necessary or 
relevant. Literate societies, on the other hand, cannot discard, absorb, or 
transmute the past in the same way. Instead, their members are faced with 
permanently recorded versions of the past and its beliefs; and because the 
past is thus set apart from the present, historical inquiry becomes possible." 
Graham 1987: 16. 
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proof. If anything is truly important, we have to 'get it in writing,' 
be it an idea, a report, a directive, or an agreement. We want 
tangible evidence of 'documentation% we need things of impor-
tance 'signed and sealed.' To a degree unknown in any other cul-
ture in history, knowledge for us is 'book-learning'; and no orally 
communicated word carries the kind of legal, scholarly, or admin-
istrative authority for us that a written or printed document does 
(1987: 9). 

For the purposes of this paper, one could argue further that oral 
prophecy in such an age, even though it continues to exist, cannot 
carry the same authority as written prophecy.7 A "book religion" or 
prophecy communicated in a book would appear to be more congenial 
to the spirit of the age. 

Communal vs. Personal Crisis 

Identity and purpose are essential characteristics of truly human life. 
These characteristics are not given at birth but must be socially ac-
quired in an interactive process between the person and his commu-
nity. In traditional societies one's identity and commitments are pri-
marily defined by the community and are communal in nature. In 
such societies, according to Phillip Rieff, the process of socialization 
or civilization require "the submerging of their individualities within 
a communal purpose" (1968 : 10). In these societies what constitutes 
a crisis of action is a breakdown of either the efficacy of the commu-
nal formula for living (prescription for life) itself, or a substantial re-
duction in its implementation by the people. The duty of the prophet 
in such situations is to recall or remember and possibly redefine or 
extend the communal purposes and vision so that the members of 
that community can re-identify with its aims. As we have seen, in 
Weber's view, the unfolding of this process within the Judeo-
Christian tradition gradually led to the rationalization of the world. 

7 Two problems need to be touched on here. The obvious fact that oral proph-
ecy continues to thrive among certain groups who live in modern society; and 
the fact that written prophecy does not appear to share the same type of 
authority as do legal, scholarly and administrative spheres, even though 
theoretically it should. These things can be partially explained by the mod-
ern rationalists who treat religion as irrelevant and the parallel assessment 
of the romantics that it is essentially a non-rational phenomena. This expla-
nation draws on an understanding of the romantic reaction to the Enlight-
enment. 
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As he said, "The rational conception of the world is contained in germ 
within the myth of the redeemer" (Weber 1958a: 274). In the ra-
tionalization of the world the institutional areas of communal life 
became increasingly specialized and rational. As Luckmann explains: 

The functionally 'rational' norms of institutions characterized by 
a complex division of labor and specialization of roles became in-
creasingly disengaged from the biographical context of meaning 
in which institutional performances stood for the individual per-
former (1967: 97). 

In modern society institutional performances no longer stand for the 
individual and no longer bind and express the identity of the individ-
ual. The smooth and rational functioning of the external and objec-
tive institutional order of society does not require that its functioning 
have subjective significance for the individual. The institutional or-
der is concerned only with the performance, as such, and not with the 
individuals subjective biographical context. Again, as Luckmann 
says: 

In comparison to traditional social orders, the primary public in-
stitutions no longer significantly contribute to the formation of 
individual consciousness and personality, ... Personal identity be-
comes, essentially, a private phenomenon. This is, perhaps, the 
most revolutionary trait of modern society. Institutional segmen-
tation left wide areas in the life of the individual unstructured 
and the overarching biographical context of significance unde-
termined (1967: 97). 

In this process emerged the private or personal sphere, in which the 
individual has a sense of freedom and autonomy. It is within this 
sphere or domain that purpose is now defined and identity is ac-
quired. This personal sphere has become the arena in which the in-
evitable human quest for ultimate meaning takes place. Because 
meaning is now personally defined, crises in meaning are personal 
rather than communal. And it is precisely crises within this area that 
modern prophecy should address, if individuals are to find a religious 
vision which is relevant to their lives. Modern prophecy must address 
these issues if individuals are to be able to respond to it, but it must 
also provide a new form of integration or relationship between the 
subjective and objective worlds. It must be capable of addressing per-
sonal concerns and crises in a way which also recognizes the dual 
quality of human nature which is both personal and communal or 
individual and collective. In the modern age a genuinely new proph-
ecy would deal with both because, while meaning may be essentially 
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a matter of personal definition, the communal aspect of human life 
requires that not all the vital human functions be left in the hands of 
individuals to shape according to merely personal whim or fashion. A 
genuine new prophecy would not only give comfort in the face of per-
sonal crisis, it would encourage communion. 

To a certain extent religious institutions in the modern world have 
attempted to re-fashion their messages to conform to this demand for 
personal solace. But today secular faiths or secular therapies compete 
with the Christian communions to provide the techniques of comfort 
and solace as men and women search for meaning in pianissimo. 
Weber saw the danger in intellectually constructing new religions 
without new and genuine prophecy, whether these constructions 
were attempted within the old churches or within the academic 
community. According to him, such attempts would only create mon-
strosities. While it may be true that currently many prophetic mon-
strosities may exist, this should not prevent sociologists from taking 
up the challenge of recognizing new prophecies in whatever form 
they take, even if they should occur in a disenchanted world. 

Collective and Individual Covenants 

According to the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, a cove-
nant is "a bond entered into voluntarily by two parties by which each 
pledges himself to do something•for the other." (Cross 1957: 350) The 
religious history of the West is a history of covenants. The old cove-
nant was between Yahweh and the people of Israel. He was the sov-
ereign and Israel the servant, in a manner similar to the ancient 
Near Eastern suzerainty treaty pattern. The Sinai story follows this 
treaty pattern (Ex. 19-24) which has the following elements, accord-
ing to J. Arthur Thompson: 

1) there is a recital of God's acts prior to the making of the covenant 
(Ex. 19:4); 

2) followed by the call to enter into a covenant and to obey. The 
stipulations in the form of the Decalogue are give in Ex. 20 and 
supplemented by other laws (Ex. 21-23); 

3) There is a reference to the oath that Israel took (Ex. 19:8; 24:3); 
4) and to the religious ceremony at which the covenant was ratified 

(Ex. 24:4-8); 
5) Curses and blessings are contained in the Decalogue (Ex. 20:1-

17); 
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6) and there is mention of a covenant document (Ex. 24:7) (Thomp-
son 1979: 792).8  

Covenants are initiated by God. They contain promises that are ever-
lasting. God will remember them and will confirm them with a sign. 
What was expected in return was obedience on the part of Israel. 
Obedience was not considered a condition of the covenant but was 
rather a definition of the appropriate relationship between God and 
his people, because the covenant identified the form through which 
the people of Israel could achieve genuine humanity. "There could be 
no blessings or fellowship without obedience" (Tompsom 1979: 792). 
Within this relationship Israel was expected to "keep the covenant, to 
"remember" it, to "do" it, and to "walk in" it. Her repeated failure to 
do so resulted in curses. "Hence ... she experienced ... natural ca-
lamities, war, sickness, exile, and death, whereas had she kept the 
covenant she might have enjoyed the blessings of the covenant in-
stead (Lev. 26; Dt. 27-28)" (Tompsom 1979: 792). 

In the Old Testament it is made clear that God's promises are eter-
nal and that they establish the structure of human well-being. He is 
faithful. He keeps his Word, but the people do not. The role of the 
prophets was to call the people to renew their commitment to the 
covenant. Sawyer informs us that Prophets are "proclaimers" and 
"predictors." (1987: 1) They are spokesmen for the Living God and 
they declare his truth. They declare that in his Word or in his truth 
is found the way of life, and that all other ways lead to death. Follow-
ing God's Word is good and leads to good, disobeying his Word is evil 
and leads to evil. Their predictions flowed from this reality. If Israel 
breaks the covenant, then curses or evil are the inevitable result. But 
"the promise of God could not fail," even if Israel did (Thompson 
1979: 792). As Jeremiah and other prophets predicted, if Israel 
should fail, God would make a new covenant (Jer. 31:31-33). 

There would be a remnant in whom, by way of judgment and re-
pentance God would honor His promises. He would make a new 
covenant, not new in essence, but new in fulfillment. His law 
would be written on hearts of flesh (Thompson 1979: 792). 

The words of Jeremiah point to a more internal or ethical covenant. 
In the life of Christ, the Messiah and Redeemer, this new covenant is 
established. This new covenant is more spiritual, unlike the De-
calogue inscribed on tablets of stone. McCaig states that "Its re- 

8 
The elements of this pattern have been placed in numerical order for the 

convenience of the reader. 

19 
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quirements are not simply given in the form of external rules, but the 
living Spirit possesses the heart; the law becomes an internal domi-
nating principle, and so true obedience is secured" (McCaig 1979: 
796). The new covenant does not replace the law, it gives it genuine 
life, and in contrast to the collective covenant between God and Is-
rael, Christ offered every individual the possibility of making a cove-
nant with him. During the last supper he said, "This cup is the new 
covenant in my blood, which is shed for you." (Lk. 22:20) The promise 
of the new covenant was eternal life, the path to which was repen-
tance and the remission of sins through the blood of the new cove-
nant. This is the message that the disciples were to preach in his 
name to everyone in all nations. 

Christianity grew around the worship of the risen Lord—the God of 
eternal life. Each man could find eternal life if he would repent and 
take the sacraments in the name of the Lord. Although the com-
memoration of the last supper was a communal ritual of the early 
Christian community, eternal life was promised to individuals. How-
ever, as the Christian church grew and eventually adopted the for-
mula that there could be no salvation outside of the Church, it ap-
peared as if the covenant was between the Church and God, rather 
than between each individual and God. Attempts to reform Christi-
anity frequently resulted in the development of Covenant Theologies 
which were conceived of as identifying the compact between God and 
his elect. This covenant was a covenant of grace requiring only faith 
on the part of believer. In taking away the believer active role in the 
preservation of the covenant, the ultimate role of the covenant in re-
ligious life was thrown into doubt. The Enlightenment then cast 
doubt on the efficacy of the religious enterprise itself. Because it ap-
peared that rationality could completely destroy religion if its rele-
vance was asserted to be primarily in the external/empirical world, or 
the world of action, during the romantic reaction, religion became an 
affair of the human heart. No longer covenantal in nature, religion in 
the modern age, according to Rabbi Harold Kushner, exists "not to 
explain God or to Please God, but to help us meet some of our most 
basic needs" (Neuhaus 1989: 52). 

Modern prophecy within the Judeo-Christian framework, if genu-
ine, would re-establish a covenant between God and man. Such a 
covenant would call the individual to respond freely to the rational 
Living Word of God. 
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Particularistic and Universal Messages 

The structure of modern society is dependent upon universalistic 
norms. As Parsons has pointed out: 

Although many of the elements of such a general normative order 
appeared in quite highly developed form in earlier societies, in 
my view their crystallization into a coherent system represents a 
distinctive new step, which more than the industrial revolution 
itself, ushered in the modern era of social evolution (1982: 316). 

It is evident that all the major social institutions have been substan-
tially altered by this step to establish a general normative order. 
Politics and economics are perhaps the two most obvious examples. 
This is indicated by the development and globalization of the Euro-
pean nation-state and its law, and the development of international 
markets and money economies. According to Parsons the develop-
ment of a general legal system is central to the process of societal 
evolution. He states: 

A general legal system is an integrated system of universalistic 
norms, applicable to the society as a whole rather than to a few 
functional or segmental sectors, highly generalized in terms of 
principles and standards, and relatively independent of both the 
religious agencies that legitimize the normative order of the soci-
ety and vested interest groups in the operative sector, particu-
larly in government (1982: 316). 

Nonetheless, education and the family have also undergone dramatic 
changes, with the development of universal education and the nu-
clearization of the family. Standardization in technology and the de-
velopment of the scientific method are also noteworthy examples of 
this change. 

The institution of religion is the one major exception. It is precisely 
the failure of religion to universalize at the normative level that has 
lead to the current questioning of its relevance. While at the organ-
izational level religion has become increasingly bureaucratized in the 
modern era (a key element of universalization), normatively, relig-
ions have either tended to remain particularistic or have liberalized. 
These two tendency are in opposition to one another and compete for 
recognition on the same plane of social reality. Thus, the relationship 
between religion and modernity has become politicized, as the advo-
cates of the contending positions desire (or demand) the exclusive 
right to define that relationship. From those who hold the particular-
istic perspective, modernity is viewed as a threat to religion, and 



292 	 JANE WILLIAMS-HOGAN 

while they retreat from it in order to preserve the substance of relig-
ion, they invalidate modernity itself. On the other hand, the liberals, 
in their rush to embrace modernity, must of necessity invalidate 
many particular religious ideas, and in doing so frequently invalidate 
the fundamental premises of the religious world view. 

Liberalization has not provided the key to the universalization of 
religion because conceptually, even though it has attempted to have a 
broad appeal by negating particularism, it does not represent a 
higher or deeper level of religious understanding. The achievement of 
a new level of understanding is a necessary prerequisite of universal-
ization. Rather, the liberal perspective comes from adopting natural 
empiricism as the universal standard of truth. Naturalism cannot be 
the universal form of religion. It does not represent a penetration of 
religious reality, but its denial. Furthermore it does not represent an 
overcoming of religion, only its abandonment. 

Rationalization and universalization represent processes that dis-
cover truths that integrate diverse and divergent particulars at a 
deeper and more general level of reality. It is for this reason that 
they are more broadly applicable. The universalization of the Judeo-
Christian tradition would not lead to its abandonment, but would 
entail the discovery of a more interior appreciation of its truths. It 
would lead to the development of a perspective that could explain the 
apparent surface contradictions of that tradition in a consistent and 
rational manner, without at the same time invalidating the truths 
inherent in other religious traditions. 

Genuine modern prophecy would minimally provide a new and 
more universal ethic, providing deeper insight into the question, 
"who is my neighbor?" This would de-mystify the sacred. Further-
more, genuine modern prophecy would provide new insights into the 
four area of the global-human condition identified by Robertson and 
Chirico: "namely, societies; individuals; the system of societies; and 
(in the generic sense) mankind" (Beckford and Luckmann 1989: 11). 

If religion is to reclaim its relevance for modern individuals and 
modern societies, it must be able to address substantively within its 
own appropriate sphere the universal concerns of modernity. 

External and Internal Controls 

For visions to live and structure the lives of men, specific means must 
be used to encourage adherence and to control deviance. These vi-
sions live in appropriately socialized human beings. Prior to the 
completion of the initial socialization process human behavior is con- 
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trolled primarily by others. Once socialized, human beings have the 
capacity to sanction or control their own behavior. All societies use 
both external and internal mechanisms of social control. As sociology 
understands the concept of social control, according to Berger, "it re-
fers to the various means used by a society to bring its recalcitrant 
members back into line" (1963: 68). Societies employ a great variety 
of mechanisms of control, depending upon the social situation in-
volved. They use "deterrents, incentives, rewards and punishments" 
(McGuire 1987: 241). However, the mechanism of control found in 
traditional societies, in general, tends to be more external and physi-
cal than are the mechanisms of control in modern societies. Further-
more, in traditional societies the whole community is the agent of 
control. In modern society, the self becomes the fundamental agent of 
control, utilizing essentially internal and psychological means. How-
ever, the impersonal structures of modern institutions, such as the 
state and market, also serve as agents of control. These institutions 
do utilize psychological mechanisms of control, but they also have at 
their disposal a broad range of physical and economic tools. 

Socialization in traditional societies is status-centered, while mod-
ern socialization is person-centered. In traditional societies the indi-
vidual must acquire a status which has been defined for him by the 
community to be considered truly human. In modern societies the 
individual is given the responsibility of placing himself and develop-
ing his own humanity. Therefore, it makes sense that in societies 
where the power to place is in the hands of the community, the com-
munity also has the primary power to shape and control, and con-
versely, in societies where the power to place is in the hands of the 
individual, he is socialized into the power of self-control. 

The status positions in traditional society are hierarchically organ-
ized. Respect and deference follow from one's position in the hierar-
chy—the higher the status position, the greater the respect due. 
Traditional societies emphasize obedience, conformity to rules, and 
respect for authority. The socialization process is organized around 
the maintenance of social solidarity. Since the value of maintaining 
the social order is believed to be self-evident, the demand for obedi-
ence to any particular command require no justification. 

Even though status positions in modern society are still hierarchi-
cally organized, the individual's relationship to them is fundamen-
tally different. He is no longer given a place in society, but must 
choose one. Thus, the socialization process emphasizes mechanisms 
of control that will both aid the individual's ability to choose and en-
courages his commitment to his choice. The individual is asked to 
understand and question both his own motives and feelings, and the 
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reasons why society is structured the way it is. A critical approach to 
both self and society is encouraged in the name of "higher" ethical 
and rational principles. The individual is encouraged to explore why 
he acts the way he does, and the society and its agents are encour-
aged to explain why it makes the demands it does. In traditional so-
ciety the order of life is given, and the individual must fit himself into 
that order; in modern society the order of life is created in a dialogue 
between the individual and the other individuals and collective 
agents of that order. 

Demanded and Voluntary Obedience 

It follows therefore that once the possibility of internalized self-
control became the dominant model of social control, externally en-
forced mechanisms of communal control appear to have lost their 
primacy.' While it is true that there are prophetic movements in the 
modern age that have continued to operate within the framework of 
externally imposed controls, their long term efficacy is in doubt.°  
Once individuals have experienced self-control, they may only be able 
to respond to prophecies that welcome self conscious participation in 
its realization. 

Utility and Evaluation 

Weber's approach emptied charisma of content and left it without a 
locus within which it could operate in the modern age, even though 
Weber himself saw charisma as vital to meaningful human social 

9  Social order in modern society is based upon the internalized control of its 
members. The break down of these internalized controls often leads to be-
havior which requires intervention of an external system of control e.g. the 
legal system. 

Witness the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe. 
Weber was aware that his concept of charisma was paradoxical. This led 

him to have a genuine concern for the viability of modern society. As he said 
in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: (1958b: 182) "For of 
this last stage of this cultural development, it might well be truly said: 
`Specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines 
that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved.'" It should 
be pointed out that in holding this position, Weber was not alone among 
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Charisma 

In traditional society the charismatic personality or the prophet 
brought a universalizing and rationalizing message which simulta-
neously expanded and penetrated the sphere of external order in the 
world, giving people the ability to manipulate and control the natural 
world. The disenchanted world is the end product of this process, 
when no more mysterious forces come into play, and when one can in 
principle master all things through rational calculation. The gift of 
rationality almost randomly bestowed in the ancient world becomes, 
for Weber, the rightful inheritance of the modern individual. Clarity 
brought by charisma in a dark and foreboding world looses its bril-
liance and its ability to beckon when the world is filled with light. As 
Weber portrays this brave new world of light, however, he speaks of 
an iron cage and the images are hard and cold. What is missing in 
this Arctic world of rationality and light is meaning and warmth—
the genuinely human, or in Weber's terms the "highest cultural and 
spiritual values." 

In investigating charisma in only traditional societies, Weber saw 
charisma as one dimensional, solely as the force of rationality. So 
envisioned, charisma dissipates in the very act of realizing itself 
through the transformation of the world. Given Weber's analysis, 
therefore, one would not expect to find genuinely new religions 
emerging within our transformed and rational modern society. Yet 
this is what occurred in the founding of the General Conference of 
the New Church in Great Britain (1787) (see Williams-Hogan 1985).12  
In the examination of the founding something that is best identified 
by the sociological term charisma, though obviously in modern guise, 
is clearly evident. This points to the possibility that charisma is not 
static but has the dynamic capacity to be responsive to the structural 
characteristics of the society in which it operates. 

According to Weber, the essential characteristic of charisma is its 
ability to set something apart from the ordinary, and thus, it is 

nineteenth-century social theorists. For example, the Italian Vilfredo Pareto 
is another who shared this perspective. 
12 

In an unpublished follow-up study entitled "Charisma in the Modern 
World: A New Theory of Religious Action" (Williams-Hogan 1990), the char-
acteristics of this group are examined and are determined to fit the model of 
modern religious action. In this earlier study the model presented here in 
this paper is applied and tested on the General Conference or the Sweden-
borgians, the Quakers, the Shakers, and the Methodists. All of these groups 
have at least some characteristics which are identified as modern. 
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treated as "endowed with supernatural, ... , or exceptional powers or 
qualities" (1964: 358). "Setting apart from the ordinary" in modern 
rational bureaucratic societies will obviously have a different form 
than it would in traditional societies. Thus, perhaps charisma has 
not been dissipated in modern society as Weber thought, but has 
merely been transformed. However, because of this change of form, 
initially it would be difficult to observe. 

In order to conform to the structural requirements of traditional 
society, genuinely new, rational and universal insights are best ar-
ticulated within the affective and spoken pronouncements of a per-
sonal prophet; while in modern society, it would seem that what is 
genuinely new is a deeper penetration and appreciation of what is 
good, which is best discovered through the rational form of the writ-
ten word.13  Charisma is that quality which makes visible the ex-
traordinary and the supernatural in any context. In traditional soci-
ety, rationality, or what in those societies was extraordinary could 
only be appreciated, and responded to, when it was presented in the 
affective form of the charismatic prophet. In modern society, spiri-
tuality, the truly human, or what to us is extraordinary can only be 
appreciated and responded to when presented in the rational form of 
the charismatic book. Charisma, thus, must be actually bi-polar in 
nature, always providing the balance necessary in the quest for sal-
vation in any age. 

Sociologically, charisma is the vital ingredient of religious action. It 
calls men to act. It does so, because in every age it provides all who 
are seeking salvation the very thing they cannot provide for them-
selves, either a vision of the true or a vision of the good. Charisma is 
recognized whether in the prophet or in the book, because it points to 
what is missing when we ask, "what shall we do and how shall we 
live?" 

13 
Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772) highlights in his Arcana Coelestia why 

he thought a new revelation in a new form was necessary: "At the present 
day the doctrinal things of love to the Lord and of charity to the neighbor are 
rejected, ... and thus are so completely lost that there remains scarcely any 
trace of them" (Swedenborg 1998: number 3419) Swedenborg's religious 
writings were the source of the new vision of the General Conference 
founded in 1787. Thus, both their doctrine and their process of formation 
reveal modern elements. 
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Prophecy 

In moving beyond Weber's one dimensional conception of charisma as 
a rationalizing force located in the prophetic personality, to seeing it 
as having the additional capacity to be a humanizing force located in 
the prophetic book, we have also had to move beyond any model of 
prophecy which identifies the interactive relationship between the 
prophet and the people as the key element of prophecy. While it is 
clear that prophecy requires acknowledgment by others, if it is to be 
realized and be a force in the world, that acknowledgment can occur 
during quiet moments of reflective reading, as well as in the highly 
charged atmosphere of a revival. As it has been argued here, the 
modern individual is more likely to discover ideas which will guide 
his life during quiet, reflective reading than through his being swept-
up in the emotional contagion of a mass religious movement. Thomas 
Overholt in his most recent book, Channels of Prophecy, argues for 
the continual possibility of prophecy in the modern world. While he 
identifies "feedback from the audience" as the key element of proph-
ecy, (which, if it were absent would bring prophecy to an end) he ex-
pands his conception of prophecy in the present day to include pro-
phetic institutions, ordinary people and prophetic books (Overholt 
1989: 158, 165-174). While his use of the word "audience" remains a 
barrier in the discussion of modern prophecy because it implies that 
the prophet and the people are consciously present to each other, his 
overall presentation is supportive of the model of modern prophecy 
presented here. 

Commentary on and Evidence of Modern Prophecy 

In the chapter in which Overholt argues for the current possibility of 
prophecy in Western society, he draws on the work of other commen-
tators to support his claim. He also examines a recent prophetic book 
and the phenomenon of channeling. He refers to the work of Hanson, 
Tucker, Ramsay, and Hall among others. He finds Hanson useful, 
because he acknowledges the existence of prophetic "activity" today, 
although he is not specific about the manner in which it appears. 
Tucker no longer finds that "activity" in the role of the individual 
prophet, but in the people who constitute the church. Those in the 
church must be open to the guidance of the prophetic words found in 
the Bible and must allow them to consciously shape their under-
standing of the present and their vision of the future. "In a word, 
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they must do corporately what the biblical prophets did individually, 
namely, interpret present events in terms of the theological tradi-
tions in which they stand" (Overholt 1989: 165). This understanding 
of prophecy simultaneously acknowledges the vital and on-going so-
cial role of prophecy, while recognizing the problematic nature of in-
dividual prophecy in the modern world. However, locating prophecy 
solely in institutions blunts its transformative character, which has 
been one of its most salient features. 

Ramsay does not have a problem in identifying specific persons 
who he claims are twentieth century Christian prophets: Walter 
Rauchenbusch, Martin Luther King, Jr., Gustavo Gutiérrez, and 
Rosemary Radford Ruether (Overholt 1989: 166). Since for Ramsay, 
prophets are simply those who speak forth for the living God, there 
will be prophets in any age. They will be recognizable because their 
messages will be consistent with the Scriptures. "Since the Spirit is 
not going to contradict what the Spirit has already inspired in the 
Scripture," the Bible provides us with a method of assessing pro-
phetic activity, even in the twentieth century (Ramsay 1986: 2). 
Ramsay finds the key to modern prophecy in God's demand for social 
justice as exemplified by the Old Testament prophets. Each of the 
individuals which he discusses in his book has called for social jus-
tice, each for a different oppressed group—the American working 
class, American blacks, Latin American peasants, and women. He 
readily admits that not everything written by these "prophets" is true 
and that they do not all agree. Thus, he invites his own readers to 
make their own judgments, using the church's canon of authentic 
prophets as the guide. Although Ramsay's work focuses on God's 
mission as primarily temporal in the form of social justice, nonethe-
less it provides several useful ideas about modern prophecy: first, it 
is likely to be in written form; second, it must be consistent with the 
Scriptures; and third, it is the individual through reflection on the 
Scriptures and the "prophecy" who must weigh its authenticity. 
While consistency with the Scriptures does not necessarily suggest 
the universalization or deepening interpretation of past revelation 
which the new model suggest, nevertheless such an idea implies ra-
tionality and resonates with the concept of universalization. 

Hall in a work entitled, Anyone Can Prophesy, democratizes pro-
phetic activity. Like Ramsay, he assumes a living God who is con-
stantly providing for his people. Prophecy, personal guidance and 
preaching are some of the means He uses to care for us. Prophecy is 
distinct from both personal guidance and preaching. He understands 
prophecy to be "God speaking through us" to others, while in personal 
guidance He speaks specifically to the individual, and in preaching 
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the preacher speaks to us about God in his own words (Overholt 
1989: 168). 

From Hall's perspective prophecy obviously would be widespread, 
and thus, it is important that it be tested and evaluated. Therefore, 
he develops criteria to judge its authenticity (Overholt 1989: 169). 
First, it never stand alone. It is either preceded by something or fol-
lowed by something, which somehow completes it. Secondly, it con-
forms to past revelations. Hall, like Ramsay, believes that God is true 
and does not contradict himself. And finally, he asserts that prophecy 
expresses love, because God is loving (Overholt 1989: 169). Overholt 
finds in Hall's second criteria support for his concept of the feedback 
sequence, because Hall asserts that not only must the prophet be 
called by God, but he "must be recognized by the body itself for who 
he is" (Overholt 1989: 169). While Hall's concept of prophecy includes 
such phenomenon as speaking in tongues, which obviously cannot be 
an element of written prophecy, his focus on the democratic nature of 
prophecy is quite modern, and according to Overholt it is related to 
his conviction that the crisis situation which precipitates prophecy 
can be personal as well as social (1989: 170). This fits neatly with the 
second characteristic of modern prophecy in the proposed theory. 
Furthermore, Hall's criteria that God's prophecy will be both consis-
tently true and loving bears some resemblance to the bi-polar charac-
ter of charisma proposed in this thesis. 

Overholt turns next to examine the written prophecy of David 
Wilkerson, contained in a book published in 1981 entitled The Vision. 
Here it is interesting to note that he sees the possibility that in the 
modern age, "prophetic activity may not conform to the main biblical 
stereotypes of such action by standing before live audiences and 
speaking in God's name ... They may write books instead" (Overholt 
1989: 170). This nicely reinforces the concept of written prophecy so 
important to the proposed model. 

Although Overholt finds all the elements of his model in Wilker-
son's book, the key, as he has pointed out, is audience feedback. This 
he discovers in Wilkerson's reference to "his closest friends and as-
sociates" advice not to publish the book. Additionally, he finds evi-
dence of an audience or the anticipation of one in some of Wilkerson's 
appeals in the book: "many praying people now share this very same 
vision, ... and, God gave me a very special message of hope for all true 
believers" (Overholt 1989: 171). This, however, stretches the concept 
of audience far beyond its origins in oral prophecy. The word audi-
ence specifically refers to pronouncements being heard, and implies 
that the prophet and the people are present simultaneously to each 
other. Furthermore, by seeking to find evidence of oral prophecy 
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when the revelation occurs in written form, is to be potentially blind 
to the unique characteristics of written prophecy itself. 

With written prophecy, the evaluation of its content takes on much 
greater importance than it does when prophecy is oral. The criteria of 
each of them are quite different. While the proposed Model asks 
whether the message is particularistic or universalistic, Overholt 
touches on a somewhat similar distinction when he says: "To accept 
Wilkerson's vision leads to abandoning the world and absolutizing 
social and religious divisions. By contrast, to accept Ramsay's notion 
of prophecy leads to creative efforts to transform the world that are 
inclusive in their intentions" (Overholt 1989c: 173). 

Evaluation 

Overholt's major contribution to our understanding of prophecy is his 
focus on the social process of intermediation.14  This is in keeping with 
the sociological focus of the present work. However, while he has at-
tempted to construct a cross-cultural model of prophecy, he has ne-
glected to take into account the tremendous structural and symbolic 
differences between traditional and modern societies in which the 
intermediation takes place. While he is quite aware of the importance 
of conceptualizing intermediation as a social process, he has not util-
ized the sociological perspective which could give his insight more 
power. Thus, his model is one dimensional and static. In his model 
prophecy contains the same components and develops through a 
similar process in any age or any place, ignoring the fact that all hu-
man institutions are imbedded in history and are subject to change. 
In the sociological investigation of prophecy both time and place be-
come variables which can affect the structure and process of pro-
phetic activity. In the manipulation of these variables, instead of a 
single process, the muti-dimensional and dynamic quality of proph-
ecy is seen. Because in sociology the focus is on the context of an ac-
tion as well as on the action itself, within it, it is possible to identify 
new patterns of action in response to the perennial existential ques-
tions of human life. 

This review of Overholt and others interested in understanding 
prophecy in the modern age has been useful, because by it each 
author is seen to provide separate evidence that prophecy today devi-
ates in some way from its traditional form. It is significant that each 

14 
The term intermediation refers to the pivotal role of the prophet in trans-

lating and communicating the extraordinary to human kind. 
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of these deviations can be explained by the general model of prophecy 
presented here. First, they all affirm the possibility of modern proph-
ecy. Then each specifically identifies some particular characteristic of 
prophecy key to the model. Tucker, for instance, acknowledges the 
problematic nature of individual prophecy in the present age. How-
ever, in locating it in the institution of the church its radical quality 
is constrained. Ramsay, in choosing to discuss four prophets, who 
were primarily writers, inadvertently points to the importance of 
written prophecy; and while he provides criteria for judging such 
prophecy, he realizes that ultimately it is the individual who must 
reflectively decide which "call" to heed. Hall introduces the idea that 
prophecy can emerge in and resolve personal crises rather than social 
ones, and also the concept that the charismatic call must be loving 
and good, as well as true. While he is not explicit that prophecy could 
be written, his general discussion of it does not rule it out. And fi-
nally, Overholt himself recognizes that the modern prophet may 
choose to write rather than to speak. 

Written Prophecy 

What makes the new model compelling is the fact that it provides an 
integrated interpretation of all these particular empirical observa-
tions. It does what Sontag suggests must be done, if we are to under-
stand how we may hear God in the current age. In "Words of Silence: 
The Context of God," he says that we "... need to discover in our time 
the context within which God may be heard in new ways, in fresh 
words and with contemporary power" (Sontag 1987: 128). This paper, 
by articulating a new structure of prophecy, has attempted to do just 
that, through the discovery of the form by which modern individuals 
may discover God. 

By developing a model to explain a genuinely modern religious 
movement, obviously, if the model is valid, other genuinely modern 
religious movements ought to develop along a similar pattern. Thus, 
it would be very interesting to apply this model to the numerous new 
religious movements which have emerged in contemporary Western 
society. 

Neopaganism is an interesting case in point. What is intriguing 
about this movement is its written origins. According to Jencson, the 
dissemination and availability of anthropological literature has made 
a significant contribution to the recent revival of Neopaganism. She 
reports that "her research reveals a century-old process in which 
those researching and writing about magical practices have served to 

20 
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spread those very practices among their own informants, and via the 
printed page to new generations of practitioners" (Jencson 1989: 3). 

In many ways modern witchcraft could be called a "book religion." 
Books are central to both the recruitment process and the ritualistic 
aspects of the religion. She writes that 

A common feature in the life stories of American witches is that 
the concepts of the belief system are first contacted on the library 
shelf, not through active proselytization nor through any type of 
face-to-face contact with practicing witches themselves (Jencson 
1989: 4). 

And furthermore, 

Books play such an important role that in one ritual I attended, a 
witch carried Inanna Queen of Heaven and Earth by Volkstein 
and Kramer (1983) into a sacred ritual circle and placed it on the 
alter. At the appropriate ritual moment he invoked the ancient 
Sumerian goddess by reading an ancient prayer to her from the 
book, much as a Christian priest would read from his Bible 
(Jencson, 1989:4). 

While it is not clear what a detailed examination of Neopaganism in 
light of the new model of prophecy would reveal, it is fascinating to 
discover that, even in the revival of the magical world of paganism, 
charismatic authority is now located in the written word. This fact 
lends credence to the new model and suggest that further investiga-
tion of this movement within the framework of it would be fruitful. 

It is also worth noting that two of the most influential non-religious 
movements of the modern era, Marxism and Freudianism, have been 
spread primarily through the authority of the written word and not 
through the personal charisma of either Marx or Freud. Investigating 
them within the framework of the proposed model might give new 
insights into the strengths and weakness of these movements and 
point out their long term prospects. Furthermore by broadening the 
concepts of both charisma and prophecy, it may be possible to use 
this model to understand other book religions and how both charisma 
and prophecy operate within them. Obviously there may be other 
uses of the model which could be developed, and hopefully in the fu-
ture others will take up the challenge to test its validity and to dis-
cover new applications for it. 
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