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Tim Jensen, President of the IAHR
Preface

Continuing a trajectory of global expansion begun in the 1950s along with its tra-
dition of promoting the scientific, academic study of religions, the XXI 2015
World Congress of the IAHR in Erfurt is of both historical and immediate interest.
The Erfurt Congress was the first to be held in Europe in twenty-five years. The
proceedings published here provide an invaluable resource not only for IAHR
‘nerds’ and librarians but also for the IAHR membership at large, and for all
scholars of religion around the world — providing, as they do, a context for
the ongoing 'mission’ of the IAHR and its own historical transformation over
time.

The first International Congress for the History of Religions was held in Paris
1900. Interrupted by the First World War and with changing intervals, congresses
were held in 1904, 1908, 1912, 1923, 1929, and 1935, all in European cities. The first
post-WWII congress took place in Amsterdam 1950, and in the same year “The
International Association for the Study of the History of Religions” (I.A.S.H.R)
was founded. At the 1955 VIII Congress for the History of Religions in Rome, it
was decided to change the name of that association to “The International Asso-
ciation for the History of Religions” (I.A.H.R. — later simply the IAHR).

Since 1950, the IAHR has been strategically developed to become ‘truly’
global or international. In 1958, the first conference was held outside Europe
— the IX International Congress for the History of Religions held in Tokyo and
Kyoto, Japan. A decision was taken after the next conference, the X International-
er Kongress fiir Religionsgeschichte, held in Marburg 1960, to adopt a quinquen-
nial model, holding world congresses every five years.

In 1954, the establishment of NVMEN (the IAHR flagship journal which for a
long time included a special [I.A.H.R] Bulletin reporting on the meetings and de-
cisions of the IAHR executive and international committees as well as of the Gen-
eral Assembly), marked the transformation of IAHR into an organization with a
life and function between congresses.

Since then a separate IAHR Bulletin (beginning in 1986) enhanced by an
IAHR Bulletin Supplement and later an IAHR e-Bulletin Supplement (see
www.iahr.dk/bulletins.php) have continued the expansion of the IAHR beyond
the quinquennial congresses, and so has an IAHR book series. The NVMEN
Book Series (as of 2008 no longer with the IAHR) has recently been substituted
by a new IAHR book series named The Study of Religion in a Global Context, pub-
lished with Equinox. An international committee meeting held in-between the
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X —— Tim Jensen, President of the IAHR

quinquennial world congresses, and, not least, a series of regional and special
conferences, further expanded the scope of the IAHR.

Nevertheless, the world congresses have been and still are pivotal to the de-
velopment and history of the IAHR and thus also to the academic study of reli-
gions worldwide. Each of the world congresses, with subsequent proceedings,
constitutes what has been called a milestone or landmark in IAHR history and
in the history of the History of Religions, nowadays often called the Study of Re-
ligion(s). The Erfurt 2015 IAHR World Congress and these proceedings are no ex-
ception.

Proceedings, the present ones too, with their overview of the academic pro-
gram, with im- or explicit indication of changing theories and approaches, with
their listing of congress participants as well as of IAHR member associations and
affiliates, and with the inclusion of the reports and minutes from IAHR business
meetings, bear witness to the development and dynamics of the international
study of religions as driven by and reflected within the IAHR.

The reader of the present proceedings thus can find, inter alia, information
on the election of the IAHR Executive Committee 2015-2020, and of the discus-
sions about a proposal to change the name - as well as the decision not to
change the name. The IAHR, thus, in spite of the proposals for a change dis-
cussed in 1995 in Mexico and now again in 2015 in Erfurt, is still carrying the
name it gave itself in Rome in 1955. The curious are directed to the appropriate
reports, minutes and proceedings as reflective of the continued vitality and ex-
pansion of the IAHR.

Locating the XXI IAHR World Congress in Erfurt, Germany, Europe, thus can-
not be seen as evidence of a continuous or lingering *Euro-centrism’ within the
IAHR. On the contrary. The 2015 IAHR World Congress was the first IAHR world
congress to be held in Europe for 25 years, and though the number of scholars
from outside Europe was not at almost 50% (as first estimated), the Erfurt
World Congress, nevertheless, evidenced the continuous process towards global-
ization.

The aim of the IAHR (cf. the Constitution § 1), however, is not globalization
‘as such’ and at any cost. The aim of the IAHR is to promote “the academic study
of religions through the international collaboration of all scholars whose re-
search has a bearing on the subject.” The paragraph added in Toronto 2010 to
this statement (“The IAHR is not a forum for confessional, apologetical, or
other similar concerns”) speaks its own clear language as regards the concomi-
tant aim to strictly limit the ‘business’ of IAHR-related conferences and publica-
tions, wherever in the world they take place or originate, to the scientific, aca-
demic study of religions.
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The Erfurt World Congress proceedings bear witness to the continuous
growth, change and development in terms of members, research areas and ap-
proaches. They bear witness to a congress that, though held in the heartland
of Europe, reflected the globalization of the IAHR. And they bear witness to
the efforts of the IAHR, the German hosts, and the Academic Program Committee
to present an academic program in line with the academic aims of the IAHR.

Heartfelt thanks are extended to the Erfurt hosts and host institutions, to the
DVRW (The German Association for the Study of Religion), and to everybody else
engaged in the planning and holding of the congress. Special thanks are extend-
ed to all those, the IAHR Publications Officer, Prof. Satoko Fujiwara included, en-
gaged in the swift and expedite editing and publishing of these proceedings.

Last but not least, thanks are extended to all the officers and individual
members of the IAHR member associations and affiliate societies. Without
your willingness to serve the IAHR in various ways, during the world congresses
but most certainly also in-between the world congresses, and without your daily
hard work to develop the academic, scientific study of religions, the World Con-
gress would not be what it is — and maybe would not be at all. Thanks also to the
editors and contributors to NVMEN and the new IAHR book series, The Study of
Religion in a Global Context. You are all making the IAHR, its conferences, con-
gresses and publications, these proceedings included, possible and worthwhile.

Tim Jensen
IAHR President, Copenhagen, April 2016






Christoph Bochinger, Jorg Riipke
Introduction

Religion is a human, historical, social and cultural phenomenon. As such, reli-
gious ideas, practices, discourses, institutions, and social expressions are in con-
stant change. This is a product of individual performances and group processes,
of changing social constellations and external pressure. It is a challenge for
those engaging in religious activities as for those observing them. Change can
be constituted by new agents and new events, and be regarded as contingent
and narrated as such. Change can also be analyzed as a sequence of changes
in time and result of time, that is to say as a ‘process’. A process can be classified
as continuous or as temporary (for instance differentiation or syncretism), as re-
peated or unique (e.g. innovation or globalization), as reversible or irreversible
(e.g. expansion or commoditization). Opinions might differ. Progress has been
regarded as irreversible, monotheism seen as an original phenomenon soon in
decline or as an irresistible trend of the history of religion. A process looks
very different if regarded as a contemporary development or as a historical
and comparative phenomenon. Diagnosis of one’s own time tends to stress
uniqueness and the acceleration of change. Here, a comparative perspective
can help to situate and recontextualize change.

For the XXI World Congress of the International Association for the History of
Religion (IAHR) held at the University of Erfurt (Germany) in August 2015, the or-
ganizers, who acted on behalf of the hosting German association, the Deutsche
Vereinigung fiir Religionswissenschaft (DVRW), chose this challenge as its central
topic (see Bochinger and Riipke 2015) and it is the topic of this book, which
builds on the results of that Congress. Hence, this volume addresses the internal
and external dynamics of the interaction between individuals, religious com-
munities, and local as well as global societies. The contributions concentrate
on four fields — contemporary religion in the public square, religious transforma-
tions, the individual religious actor, and challenges in narrating religion — which
will be briefly introduced in the following.

1 Contemporary religion in the public square

The focus here resulted from the Congress’ first field, dedicated to ‘Religious
communities in society: Adaptation and transformation’. Embedded within com-
plex cultures, characterized by changing social and political parameters and in-
tercultural exchange, religious communities constantly develop practices, dis-
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courses, and institutions, conceptualized by themselves and/or by scholars as
‘religion’ or in analogous terms. Religious actors shape social, political and eco-
nomic environments, they are part of those environments, even if they form mi-
norities or are excluded from the dominant discursive patterns of ‘religion’ in
their respective societies (see Bochinger 2012). The contributions hence aim at
exploring all kinds of interrelations between ‘religious communities’ and ‘soci-
ety’ in both directions.

Overall, it must be kept in mind that the degree of change might vary widely.
Religious traditions are invented and re-invented or they might be imperceptibly
transformed, violently reformed or emphatically defended and petrified. The
Congress asked: how do religious communities and institutions adapt to cultural
change? How do they affect social change? Does interreligious contact and dia-
logue lead to religious change? How do religious communities adapt to new so-
cial and cultural environments created through global migration processes? How
do they react to the possibilities and threats of new media? How does globaliza-
tion transform public religions, emigration and the rise of diasporas? It is these
problems that are foregrounded in the chapters dealing with ‘The Dynamics of
Religions and Cultural Evolution: Worshipping Fuxi in Contemporary China’; ‘Re-
ligion and Public Space in Contemporary Japan: Re-activation of the Civilization
of the Axial Age and the Manifestation of State Shinto and Buddhism’; ‘The Tac-
tics of (In)visibility among Religious Communities in Contemporary Europe’; and
‘Religion Intersecting De-nationalization and Re-nationalization in Post-Apart-
heid South Africa’.

‘Religion in the public square’ has been drawing public interest far beyond
academic debates and it will certainly continue to do so. Legislation and legal
conflicts have proven to be a growing field of impulses for religious change,
as have been attempts to use religion in groups’ strife for power. In many
cases it is the physical presence of religion, in architectural form or highly visible
performances, that has mobilized social identities and loud dissent and also
sharpened and questioned the very nature of the ‘public’ (e.g. Vries 2006).

2 Religious transformations

Again, the chapters of this field deal with very different forms of religious trans-
formations, thematizing ‘Forms of Religious Communities in Global Society: Tra-
dition, Invention, and Transformation’; ‘Subversive Spirituality: Political Contri-
butions of Ancestral Cosmologies Decolonizing Religious Beliefs’; or ‘Religion
and the Historical Imagination: Esoteric Tradition as Poetic Invention’. The con-
cept of transformations points to the very different rates and extensions of
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change, and focuses on actors as well as the invisibility of change: in short, the
relationship of constant and changing elements within practices, beliefs, and in-
stitutional forms. Although practices, networks, and institutions classified as re-
ligious are always subject to constant external influences and internal processes
of social change, they may at the same time be viewed as longue durée historical
structures and symbolic representations. Shaped by founding figures and their
followers, often enough fostered by schisms and revivals, the dynamics of reli-
gion are to be perceived as a seemingly contradictory concomitance of continuity
and fundamental changes. Such major changes have led to violent splits and
feuds or the surge of new religions, and have instigated much emic reflection
and legitimating discourse. This is certainly triggered by the attraction of ‘ori-
gins’ and extraordinary persons, whether regarded as religious geniuses or di-
vine figures.

But change can also accumulate over variations on a much smaller scale.
The concept of lived religion has been established over the past two decades
and now extends also to historic societies (Orsi 1997; McGuire 2008; Riipke
2016), but it does not address thriving religious communities or the latest theo-
logical fashions. Instead, without falling into the fallacy of methodological indi-
vidualism - clearly untenable given the inter-subjective and relational character
of the individual - it is focusing on individuals’ ‘usage’ of religion. It does not
ask how individuals replicate a set of religious practices and beliefs preconfig-
ured by an institutionalized official religion within their biography — or, con-
versely, opt out of adhering to a tradition. Instead, ‘lived religion’ focuses on ac-
tual everyday experience: on practices, expressions, and interactions that could
be related to ‘religion’. Such ‘religion’ is understood as a spectrum of experien-
ces, actions, beliefs and communications hinging on human communication
with super-human or even transcendent agent(s). Ritualization and elaborate
forms of representation are called upon for the success of such communication
with these addressees and stimulate a selective appropriation of established
forms (traditions) as well as innovation.

This is not to deny the existence and importance of culturally stabilized
forms of rituals and concepts. These are of importance. It is necessary to keep
in mind that individual practices are not entirely subjective. There are religious
norms, there are exemplary official practices, there are control mechanisms. But
we also have to take into account that our evidence is biased. It is precisely such
institutions and norms that tend to predominate the evidence in many cases. We
see the norm, but this is not a description, rather a communicative strategy on
the part of some other agent. If we observe religion in the making, in its trans-
formations, then institutions or beliefs are not simply culturally given, but are
themselves aggregates of individual practices — as well as the latter’s constraints.
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The ‘lived religion’ approach, highlighted here as an example of coming to
grips with the dynamic character of religion, induces methodological modifica-
tions in the process of selecting and interpreting the evidence, to only two of
which we will just very briefly refer. Firstly, the focus is on experience rather
than symbols. The concept of experience has not yet been brought to bear on
many non-contemporary phenomena outside of mysticism. Frequently, the
very subjective nature of ‘experience’ seems to be in conflict with the dearth
of sources. ‘Experience’ stresses the role of the viewer and user of objects,
texts or more or less sacralized spaces in open and domestic contexts, and the
communicative and social processes of articulating and classifying such experi-
ence as religious, giving as much prominence to the individual as to the social
context (Taves 2016).

A second focus is on culture in interaction rather than on habitus, organiza-
tion or culture as text. Everyday religion is not to be grasped in terms of individ-
ual isolation, but is characterized by diverse social contexts that are appropriat-
ed, reproduced and informed by the agent on relevant occasions (Lichterman
2012). People are not a group and behave accordingly. Instead, by trying to em-
body imagined norms they form a group in a specific public, according to the
situational necessities of forming alliances, displaying differences, giving salien-
cy to particular (religious) collective identities. Both notions thus focus on the
dynamics of religion, from situational alterations to long-term consequences in
larger aggregates.

3 Focusing on the individual

Individuals, hence, are agents of change. Within modernization theory, individu-
alization has advanced to being a hallmark of (Western) modernity — sometimes
mirrored in counter-stereotypes by non-Western thinkers. Many forms of individ-
ual religiosity, or even less institution-related spirituality, have been convincing-
ly diagnosed, and consequently have severely modified our concept of religion.
But it has also become clear that such phenomena might be critically reviewed
outside that ‘Western world’ which would like to stand out compared to others
just by the self-description as the locus of a ‘modern age’. This is taking the
form of pointing to the historical nonsense of such claims to singularity, as
well as criticizing those counter-stereotypes that e. g. elevate Eastern collectivity
over supposed Western individuality. The conceptual linking of modern age and
religious individuality has obstructed looking at comparable phenomena in ear-
lier periods, so that the focus on individuality has played only a limited role in
the examination of the dynamics of religion in history (Fuchs 2015). We give just
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two examples. In regarding ‘Western’ pre-modern cultures, the concept of polis
religion or civic religion — that is the identity of the religious practices of a polit-
ical unit and their institutions — functions with respect to the whole of religion.
Likewise the concept of the religious unity of medieval Europe is just the reverse
of the self-description of modern societies implied in the secularization thesis.
The diagnosis of modern privatization and individualization and the ascription
of a public and collective character to pre-modern religion reinforce each other.

Such observations and criticism cannot overlook the fact that religious indi-
viduality is distributed unevenly also in situations characterized by processes of
individualization based on or transforming religion. It has been pointed out that
after the existence of awesome dissenters in the high middle ages, it was the
large number of people interested not only in objective processes of technical
and economic matters, but also in the subjective dimension of the human agents
that constituted individualization as a process. But mere numbers do not add up
to a scale. In several cultural contexts ‘individuality’ is not an arbitrary option
within the range of possible privatized sacred cosmoi, but it carries a hegemonic
character (e.g. Madsen 2009). It is a way of life that is equipped with a claim to
dominance in the eyes of a larger group. In certain phases, some religious tradi-
tions developed anthropological and theological reflections that could further
individuality. The institutionalization of such tendencies, however, was a matter
of historical contexts and social location; it was contingent. For India, for in-
stance, the tradition of bhakti offers a comparable constellation. The narrative
and theological framework of the propagation of an individual and even loving
relationship of the human and a god — Vishnu and Shiva being particularly pop-
ular, wherever the addressee was regarded as personalized (instead of abstract,
nirguna) — proved to be a reservoir that led and leads to processes of individual-
ization of very different forms with regard to gender, medial presence, and social
mobilization (e.g. Craddock 2007; Omvedt 2008).

Contrary to the dominant view of individualization as a uni-linear and coher-
ent process, the History of Religion perspective reveals diverse, temporary, and
discontinuous processes. The claim of uniqueness, unity, and irreversibility of in-
dividualization is in itself a claim that is part and parcel of modernization theory.
This is reflected in this field’s chapters on topics like ‘Religion and Life Trajecto-
ries: Islamists Against Self and Other’; ‘Angels, Animals and Religious Change in
Antiquity and Today’; ‘Gaining Access to the Radically Unfamiliar: Religion in
Modern Times’ and finally on “Cloning Minds”: Religion between Individuals
and Collectives’.
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4 Narrating religion

The use of the term ‘religion’ by an academic discipline needs self-reflection. Re-
ligious change is registered and narrated by outsiders and insiders. Through its
chronological framework, history allows for various stories to relate and speak to
one another. It is likely that conflicts and contesting claims have frequently
served as triggers for the production of alternate narratives. History, then, does
not occur in the singular. Instead it tends to be disputed and endangered. History
introduces contingency from the very beginning in order to question the estab-
lished truths of others.

Religion may not seem a very likely candidate for historicization, featuring
as it does meta-historical claims, gods outside of time, and displaying an inher-
ent immunity to change. Religion as a social phenomenon possesses strong tra-
ditional authority in a Weberian sense. Frequently, myths tell stories of a distant
past and thereby establish binding norms. These norms continue to be valid, not
despite the fact that this past is categorically different from contemporary life,
but precisely for this reason. How could one narrate a history for a system of rit-
uals, for a ‘cold’, a supposedly rather stable sector of culture? How could con-
tinuity and change be accounted for in a narrative (Stausberg 2001)?

Emic representations influence academic interpretations (Otto, Rau, Riipke
2015). Like the conference, this volume takes an intensive look at the narratives
of and about ‘religions’, their histories and the contexts of their origins and tra-
ditions. Scholarly paradigms and theories are therefore as dynamic as their ob-
jects and invite us to regard old and new questions. Foremost among these
seems to be to rethink those master narratives about religious change which
have had a large impact on the general public and politics. The last section of
the volume analyzes examples from very different geographical and historical
contexts by focusing on ‘Of Yellow Teaching and Black Faith: Entangled Knowl-
edge Cultures and the Creation of Religious Traditions’; ‘Global Intellectual His-
tory and the Dynamics of Religion’; and ‘Narrating, Performing and Feeling a
“Religion”: On Representations of Judaism’.

* % %

The introduction to a volume resulting from a Congress that brought together
around 1,400 participants from all over the world cannot but end in thanking
at least a few of those who made this event possible. Together with the Congress
directors and the General Secretary of the IAHR, Tim Jensen at that time, Wanda
Alberts (Hannover), Martin Fuchs, Vasilios Makrides (Erfurt), Hubert Seiwert
(Leipzig), Katja Triplett (Gottingen), Katharina Waldner (Erfurt), as well as Elisa-



Introduction =— 7

beth Begemann (Congress Secretariat, Erfurt) and Bernd Otto, formed the local
Organizing Committee. Together with many helpers from Germany (and some
even from abroad) and the secretarial staff of the Max Weber Center — Diana
Blanke, Ilona Bode, Vera Hoke, Diana Piischel, Manuela Seifert, Maren Wiirfel
and Brigitte Benz — they are to be thanked for organizing the whole process:
from the selection of the topic and invitations to structuring the program, defin-
ing venues, and welcoming all the participants.

The members of the Program Committee, co-chaired by Mar Marcos
(Santander), Veikko Anttonen (Turku), Eileen Barker (London), Corinne Bonnet
(Toulouse), Carole Cusack (Sydney), Vasudha Dalmia (Berkeley), Satoko Fujiwara
(Tokyo), Yolotl Gonzalez (Mexico City), IAHR president Rosalind Hackett (Knox-
ville), Noriko Kawahashi (Nagoya), Goran Larsson (Gothenburg), Jacob Olupona
(Harvard), Marco Pasi (Amsterdam), Michael Stausberg (Bergen), Emilio Suarez
de la Torre (Barcelona) and Ann Taves (Santa Barbara), helped by further collea-
gues in individual cases, screened hundreds of applications, gave advice for im-
provement and finally accepted around 1,400 papers.

The generous support of the University of Erfurt, namely presidents Kai Bro-
dersen and Walter Bauer-Wabnegg and chancellors Michael Hinz and Jan Gerk-
en, the Federal State of Thuringia, the Prime Minister of which, Bodo Ramelow,
welcomed the participants at the Opening Ceremony, grants by the German Re-
search Foundation (DFG) and the Ernst-Abbe-Foundation (Jena), travel grants by
the IAHR, the EASR and the DVRW, and the support by publishers, Walter de
Gruyter and C.H. Beck in particular, as well as individual benefactors, made pos-
sible the participation of so many, in particular younger, scholars and a very sub-
stantial program. Our final thanks go to Elisabeth Begemann, without whose me-
ticulous care and uninterrupted engagement far beyond the expectable, the
Congress would not have been the one it was.
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Hubert Seiwert

The Dynamics of Religions and
Cultural Evolution: Worshipping Fuxi
in Contemporary China

Abstract: The paper discusses the theme of the congress ‘Dynamics of Religions’
in the theoretical context of cultural evolution. In contrast to the prevailing pro-
gression model of cultural evolution, it proposes a diversification model that al-
lows for considering the dynamics of religions on the micro-level. In this view, a
central element of cultural evolution is the dialectical relationship between cul-
tural production and cultural environment, which is the outcome of cultural pro-
duction and at the same time enables and restricts further production. The ap-
proach is exemplified by the religious dynamics in contemporary China
focusing on the worship of Fuxi in popular and state rituals. The example also
serves to illustrate divergent views of what counts as religion.

Keywords: cultural evolution, religious dynamics, China, Fuxi, popular religion,
state rituals, ancestor worship

As this opening lecture is at the same time the first Gary Lease Memorial Lecture,
I would like to begin by briefly referring to a theoretical point made by that hon-
ored scholar of religion. In an article published in 2000, Lease discusses the per-
ennial problem of defining religion. He concludes with the remark: ‘But whatever
definitions may emerge, they will always be accompanied by boundaries that
allow us [...] to distinguish what we allow to count as religion from the rest of
our cultural productions’ (Lease 2000, 293).

It is noteworthy to observe that Lease does not ask for the boundaries of reli-
gion, but for the boundaries of ‘what we allow to count as religion.” The study of
religion is facing the dilemma that religion is not an object of empirical observa-
tion (Lease [1994] 2009, 129). Addressing this dilemma and reflecting on it is a con-
stitutive element of our discipline. It has, as it were, lost the innocent naivety
which most other disciplines are privileged to use when dealing with religion.

The question of boundaries to distinguish religion from the rest of cultural
productions will repeatedly surface in this paper although I shall not treat it sys-
tematically. Primarily, I will approach the general theme of this conference, which
is ‘dynamics of religions’. When drafting this paper, my starting point was the ob-
servation of temple activities in contemporary China that appeared to be examples
of religious dynamics on the micro level. After briefly describing one of these ex-
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amples, I will put the discussion of religious dynamics into the theoretical frame of
religious and cultural evolution. This will be followed by a more detailed descrip-
tion of the empirical case and its historical context, in order to use it as an illus-
tration of cultural evolution on the micro level. Finally, some further theoretical
aspects of religious evolution and methodological problems will be addressed
against the backdrop of the findings.

1 Dynamics of popular religion in contemporary
China

The theme of this Congress is supplemented by the specification ‘past and pres-
ent’. I have chosen therefore an example from the present that allows for drawing
lines to the past. Contemporary China is a perfect case to observe religious dynam-
ics in the present. During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), most temples,
monasteries, mosques and churches were destroyed or converted to other purpos-
es. All religious activities were outlawed and virtually disappeared from public life.
With the change of the religious policy of the Communist Party from the early
1980s on, however, there began a tremendous revival of religions. Its most visible
expressions are the large-scale reproduction of religious sites and the building of
new ones. Buddhist and Daoist institutions were reorganized and expanded, and
Christianity and Islam increasingly gained public visibility. Most remarkable is also
the revival of what Western scholars usually call ‘popular religion’, which includes
all religious sites and activities that do not belong to one of the five officially rec-
ognized religions. It is on this aspect of contemporary religious dynamics that I
will concentrate in the following.

In the spring of 2015, I had the opportunity to observe a number of temple fes-
tivals in north-western China. Temple festivals (miaohui) are quite common in the
region nowadays, because each village has its own temple. Depending on the im-
portance of the temple and its deity, the festivals can be big events. They involve
not only rituals of worshipping and presenting offerings to the deity, but also var-
ious kinds of entertainment. The really big festivals extend over several days or
even weeks and usually include temple fairs. They may attract tens, or even hun-
dreds, of thousands of people.

1 One of the biggest temple festivals takes place in Huaiyang, Henan province, at a temple
compound including the alleged tomb of Fuxi. It lasts for one month from the second day of the
second lunar month to the third of the third month and attracts more than two hundred
thousand visitors from the neighboring provinces; Hudong Baike 2014; Baidu Baike 2015b.
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The example I will use to illustrate some aspects of religious dynamics is a
temple festival which is celebrated in the city of Tianshui in Gansu province
from the 13th to the 17th of the first lunar month, which in 2015 was early
March. It is one of the bigger events with all day performances of local operas,
music and dancing troupes, and other entertainments. The festival is dedicated
to Fuxi (k2§ — a mythical figure said to have invented the foundations of Chinese
culture, among them the institution of family and the famous Eight Trigrams
(bagua) on which the Book of Changes is based. Fuxi is worshipped in a large, wal-
led temple compound. Bordering the temple wall is a small temple of the Black
Pool Dragon King (hei chi longwang).

Part of the rituals that can be observed during the days of the festival is a para-
ding of the statues of Fuxi and the Dragon King, both sitting in palanquins carried
by a number of young fellows. The parade includes a troupe of Daoist priests and
nuns who during these days also perform rituals in front of the Dragon King tem-
ple. However, the Daoists do not play any role in the main rituals for Fuxi, which
take place inside the temple compound and are performed by lay people of the
temple association.

It is also inside the temple compound where an unusual ritual can be ob-
served. It consists in slaughtering, rather unceremoniously, a pig and a sheep in
front of the temple of Fuxi. The blood of the victims is drunk by some, but most
use it to soak money bills, which is said to bring good fortune. Later on, the pig
is displayed as an offering on the threshold of the main hall facing the statue of
Fuxi.

There is no need to describe further details of this five-day ritual event. The
brief description should be sufficient to explain why, as a scholar of religion, I
was interested in attending this ritual. I was convinced I would witness an exam-
ple of the dynamic revival of popular religion, including the very rare performance
of an animal sacrifice. However, when I asked people, they unanimously explained
that the rituals for Fuxi have nothing to do with religion. The reason given was very
simple: Fuxi is not a god but considered the first ancestor of the Chinese people.
So, it is a form of ancestor worship (Xin Xuan 2015, 50). But again, it’s not reli-
gious. Otherwise, the mayor of the city and other representatives of the Communist
Party certainly would not have participated as guests of honor in the main offering
ritual on the night of the third day. After all, members of the Communist Party are
not allowed to publicly engage in religious activities.

If religion is what people declare to be or allow to count as religion (Lease
[1994] 2009, 130), then I apparently was on the wrong track when I expected to
observe a religious event. But, even if it might not be part of a religion, the Fuxi
temple festival without doubt is an interesting object of research of the study of
religion. I will come back to this festival later.
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2 Cultural and religious dynamics and evolution

Before returning to the worship of Fuxi, it is necessary to explain the theoretical
outlook I take on the concept of ‘dynamics of religions’. A possible understanding
would be to simply equate dynamics with change. In conventional language the
concept of change is sufficiently clear, but as a theoretical concept it is apt to
lead into the trap of essentialism by suggesting that there is something that
changes in some respects while remaining essentially the same. Religious change
could thus mean that religion changes its forms without changing its essence of
being religion. Evidently, what remains the same is not religion as something
that exists behind the empirical data, but religion as a theoretical concept used
to interpret the data. As the concept of change can imply essentialist assumptions,
I prefer to explicate religious dynamics as an aspect of cultural evolution.

‘Cultural evolution’ is a theoretical concept referring to the production and re-
production of human culture. The concept is related to genetic evolution, which in
the case of human evolution is about the role of genes: their transmission and
modifications as factors conditioning the phenotypical traits of humans. Cultural
evolution likewise aims at understanding factors conditioning human phenotypes,
which include not only the anatomical properties and neuronal functions of
human bodies but also the ways humans behave, think, feel and interact. From
this perspective, there is a great diversity of human phenotypes, which obviously
is not due to genetic but to cultural diversification. The cultural diversification of
humans at any given time is the outcome of evolutionary processes that make up
cultural evolution.

To contrast genetic and cultural factors influencing human phenotypes, I take
‘culture’ to refer to everything conditioning human phenotypes that is an outcome
of human activity. It thus includes both material and immaterial human products.
It should be observed that this concept of culture is more comprehensive than the
usual understanding of the term in the social sciences, where culture mostly is
taken to denote patterns of meaning, values, rules, ideas and knowledge that
are represented symbolically (Tylor 1871, 1; Kroeber, Kluckhohn [1952] 1963, 357,
Geertz 1966, 3; Archer 1996, xviii). In the terminology used here, this all would
be part of the immaterial culture, which includes social institutions. However, cul-
ture also comprises material products. In short, it denotes that part of reality affect-
ing human behavior, thinking, feeling, and bodily functions that exists only be-
cause it has been brought about by humans.?

2 It should be observed that cultural evolution presupposes genetic or biological evolution be-
cause humans are biological beings. They have evolved genetically in a way that enables them to
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This applies to immaterial as well as to material products. In fact, material and
immaterial culture are closely connected because the production of material goods
usually depends on available technologies and knowledge. Furthermore, the
meaning of material products, such as temple buildings or particular dress, is
an element of immaterial culture. Because material and immaterial products
exist in the cultural environment of individual and collective actors, their behavior
has to adapt to their environment and is therefore to some extent conditioned by
it. This is why culture is both a product of human activity and a factor affecting
human activity. This dialectical relationship between human activity and human
culture is the key factor of cultural evolution.

The connection between cultural evolution and the dynamics of religions
stems from the fact that religions are part of human culture. Whatever definition
of religion we may choose and however we define the boundaries, it is obvious
that there cannot be religion without humans. When we study religion empirically,
such as beliefs, rituals, institutions, symbolic representations or material artifacts,
we deal with human products.

While cultural evolution involves the whole process of cultural production and
reproduction in the evolution of humankind, cultural dynamics applies to devel-
opments within a circumscribed period of time. As a theoretical concept, cultural
dynamics includes qualitative and quantitative aspects. Qualitatively, we must dif-
ferentiate between different classes of human products such as beliefs, rituals, in-
stitutions, social organization, technologies etc. The quantitative aspect of cultural
dynamics concerns the increase or decrease of the number or frequency of produc-
tion of particular products within the time range under consideration. To give an
example from the field of Chinese religions: if we take cultural products classified
as temples, we observe that during the three decades after 1980 their number has
increased, which indicates positive dynamics in the production and reproduction
of temples. The same applies to other cultural products such as temple festivals,
Buddhist monks,? or publications about deities. Since all these products are usu-

produce culture. However, human behavior, thinking, feeling, and bodily functions are not de-
termined genetically because ontogenesis is also affected by environment factors. What I want to
underline here is the fact that a large part of the environment conditioning human life has been
produced by humans in the course of cultural evolution. This means that human phenotypes,
i.e., the actual behavior etc., is a result of both genetic and cultural evolution. The production
of culture is part of the biological nature of humans that enables the species to transmit pheno-
typical traits to the next generation independently of genetic inheritance.

3 Buddhist monks are cultural products in the sense that the status of monk depends on human
activity. An increase in the number of monks presupposes an increase in human activities that
confer the status of monks.
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ally classified as religious, their increased production could be taken as an indica-
tor of religious dynamics. The example shows that the concept of cultural dynam-
ics provides a theoretical perspective on cultural processes that has not the same
extension as cultural change.

Of course, cultural dynamics and evolution also imply cultural change if we
consider their effects. Culture, conceived of as the totality of human products,
changes with the appearance or disappearance of certain cultural products. How-
ever the processes that induce these changes are not changes themselves, but sin-
gular events that occur under particular conditions of time, space, environment
and agency. To consider the conditions under which singular events of cultural
production occur allows for zooming down the theoretical perspective to the
level of empirical data.

As has been illustrated, the dynamics of religions can be understood as a par-
ticular aspect of cultural dynamics referring to cultural productions considered to
be part of a religion or classified as religious. The problem is that what is allowed
to count as religion or deemed religious may be highly controversial. This doesn’t
make the concept of religion futile and the study of religion impossible. But we
have to be aware that religion is not an empirical object whose dynamics can
be observed, but a theoretical concept directing the perspective with which to
look at and interpret empirical data. Applying this perspective is what character-
izes the study of religion, even if there is no consensus about what counts as reli-
gion.

Cultural and religious evolution cannot be studied without studying history.
History is also concerned with human activities and their outcomes. While the em-
pirical data are the same, the study of cultural evolution and human history are
different in their research outlooks. The goal of historical studies is to reconstruct,
understand and possibly explain events and developments that happened at par-
ticular constellations of time and space. The study of cultural evolution aims at un-
derstanding and explaining the general factors that condition the ongoing process-
es of cultural production and reproduction. However, data provided by historical
research are indispensable for the analysis of cultural evolution. As will be seen in
the next section, theories of cultural evolution are therefore prone to take the form
of theories of history.

2.1 Two approaches to cultural evolution

There are two main approaches to cultural and religious evolution, which I call the
‘progression model’ and the ‘diversification model’. They do not contradict each
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other, but reflect different views on the dynamics of religions both past and pres-
ent.

The progression model focuses on the sequence of stages in the development
of human culture. The best example of this approach is Robert Bellah’s sequence
of tribal, archaic, historical, and modern religions, which corresponds to the devel-
opment of economic and political formations from tribal societies to modern states
(Bellah 1964; Bellah 2001). The basic structure of this model is marked by two
major turning points in the evolution of human culture: the Axial Age in the
first millennium BCE and the Modern Age.

The Axial Age is described as a breakthrough in theoretical thinking, which
opened new horizons of universal principles, critical thinking and an ontological
distinction between different levels of reality: the empirical and the transcendent
(Arnason, Eisenstadt, Wittrock 2005, 2; Bellah 2005). The emergence of historical
religions including Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam is interpreted as one of
the outcomes of Axial Age transformations.

The Modern Age, which sometimes is considered a new axial age (Lambert
1999), likewise engendered profound intellectual and religious changes. Although
most scholars agree in considering modemity a fundamentally new epoch in
human history with far-reaching consequences for the development of religions,
there is some disagreement on what exactly these consequences are supposed
to be.

The progression model in one form or another has been widely accepted as a
basis for structuring human history and viewing cultural and religious evolution. It
has the shortcoming of suggesting a linear development of different stages. Gary
Lease has characterized such distinctions of stages as a construction of Western
historical thinking (Lease [1994] 2009, 119 —121; cf. Casanova 2012). The progression
model is ‘autobiographical’ (Weil 1975) because it interprets human history from
the perspective of our own modern condition by trying to identify the steps that
were necessary to reach this condition. It is a selective view of cultural evolution
that concentrates on events and developments that paved the way to modernity.
Concomitantly, the countless cultural productions that have no meaning in this tel-
eological interpretation are not seen as being part of cultural evolution. In this
way, the progression model overshadows the diversity brought about by cultural
evolution.

In contrast to the progression model, the diversification model does not focus
on a sequence of developmental stages but on the cumulative process of cultural
production. From this perspective, the intellectual and religious innovations that
doubtlessly occurred in ancient Greece, India or China do not appear as break-
throughs in the evolution of human consciousness, but rather as products of
human creativity that broadened the realm of possibilities. The same applies to
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the transformations of modernity, which engender new possibilities in many fields,
including religion, without eliminating what has been produced before.*

The diversification model avoids the teleological implications of the progres-
sion model because it does not intend to understand the emergence of a particular
cultural formation, such as Western modernity, but rather the mechanisms of cul-
tural production and reproduction. In this respect its theoretical outlook is closer
to the biological model of evolution. To be sure, biological evolution can be mis-
understood as a teleological process culminating in the emergence of homo sapi-
ens. But such an autobiographical version of natural history ignores the fact that
evolution led to an increasing diversity of biological species.

This is not the place to treat the different aspects of cultural evolution that
have received the attention of scholars who discuss it against the background of
biological evolution.® I just want to emphasize two points in which cultural evolu-
tion significantly differs from genetic evolution. The first concerns the environ-
ment.

Both in genetic and cultural evolution, adaptation to the environment is a de-
cisive factor for the survival of things and their further reproduction. The environ-
ment has a selective effect in the evolutionary process by enabling the reproduc-
tion of some forms and restricting the reproduction of others. For humans, it
comprises both the natural and the cultural environment. Because the products
of human activity become part of the environment, the environment changes con-
tinuously as a result of cultural production. Indeed, a large part of cultural evolu-
tion may be conceived of as behavioral adaptations to environments that increas-
ingly have been shaped by human activity. This is why cultural evolution is a
cumulative process in which the culture produced and reproduced by humans
feeds back on the conditions of further cultural production (Tomasello 2000).

A second point that distinguishes cultural from genetic evolution is even more
crucial. Genetic evolution results from random modifications in the process of re-
production. If the modified phenotypes happen to be sufficiently adapted to their
environment, they may survive and reproduce (Mayr 2005, 150 —154). The same
mechanism works also with cultural evolution: modifications of existing products
may be random, such as copy errors or misunderstandings in the reproduction of
texts or rituals. However, the production of culture is not a completely random
process because humans can act intentionally. They can intentionally create prod-

4 1should mention that Bellah, in his late publications, to some extent revised his former views
on religious evolution by emphasizing the fact that nothing is lost in the course of cultural evo-
lution, which shifts the interpretation from a sequence of stages with increasing complexity to
increasing possibilities and diversity (Bellah 2005; Bellah 2011).
5 For a convenient overview see Stone, Lurquin 2007, 129-143.
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ucts which are better adapted to their cultural or natural environment. The process
of cultural evolution therefore is affected by the factor of agency, i.e., goal-oriented
action, which is completely lacking in genetic evolution.

The progression and the diversification models of cultural evolution are not
incompatible. But the two models differ in their analytical perspectives. The pro-
gression model interprets macro-history in evolutionary terms to understand the
historical preconditions of modernity. It does not cover cultural evolution that
has no significance in this history. The diversification model focuses instead on
micro-processes of cultural evolution to better understand its mechanism. It there-
fore allows for analyzing cases of cultural dynamics without considering their his-
torical significance.

2.2 Different interpretations

Let me briefly highlight the different views of the progression and the diversifica-
tion models on the example of the religious dynamics in contemporary China. A
central element of Chinese popular belief is asking gods for help in quite mundane
matters such as childbirth, family problems or business success. The religious dy-
namics visible in the large-scale reappearance of this and other popular practices
such as temple festivals do not fit very well the progression model of religious evo-
lution. Chinese popular belief can hardly be seen as a paradigm of ‘modemn’ reli-
gion, for asking gods for help and communal feasts have been popular practices
for time immemorial. They certainly existed in China already before the Axial Age
transformations (Maspero [1927] 1965, 130-231). The progression model would
therefore see the contemporary occurrence of such beliefs and activities either
as relics of former stages or even as retrogressions that contravene the progressive
course of religious evolution.

From the perspective of the diversification model, on the other hand, religious
evolution includes the reproduction of available religious ideas and practices.
However, they are reproduced in and adapted to cultural environments that differ
considerably from those in which they were formerly produced. They are not the
same as those produced a hundred or a thousand years ago. Rituals and beliefs
do not exist as phenomena that manifest in different places and times. Rather,
they are always concrete events depending on individual or collective agents
who perform rituals or maintain beliefs. They are always singular because they
occur under particular conditions of time, space, environment and agency.

These particularities must not be ignored if we want to understand the dynam-
ics of cultural and religious evolution. Just like biological evolution, it takes place
in small steps of modification, which often have no lasting effect. Only in retro-
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spect can we identify the emergence of new formations, be they new biological
species, new economic or political structures, or new forms of religious institutions
and beliefs.

3 The Fuxi rituals

To illustrate this view on cultural and religious evolution, I now return to the sac-
rifices made in the Fuxi temple at Tianshui on March 5, 2015, which were part of a
temple festival starting two days earlier. The rituals are a rather new invention al-
though in popular publications they are said to have an unbroken history of many
centuries (China Culture 2006). I will first sketch the historical view on the ritual
and then explain it in terms of cultural evolution.

3.1 Historical development

According to legend, the first temple on this site was built during the Eastern Jin
dynasty (317-420) by a local official who was later worshipped as the tutelary
deity of the region under the title Black Pool Dragon King (Cao Wei 2010, 15—
16). Historical documents show that during the Ming dynasty (1368 —1644) the im-
perial sacrifices to Fuxi were transferred from a temple on top of the Guataishan
Mountain (‘Trigram Terrace Mountain’) to the present site at what today is the
city of Tianshui. Imperial sacrifices were regularly performed twice a year until
the end of the eighteenth century, when they were first reduced to once a year
and finally no more performed as state rituals. Thereafter, the sacrifices were or-
ganized by the local population under the responsibility of the Lantern Festival As-
sociation (Shangyuan hui FjT%), whose members were local gentry and notables
(Liu Yanxiang 2003, 151-152. 160). During the Republic (1911-1949) the temple
premises were converted to military barracks, but still a modest festival was organ-
ized regularly. After the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949, the buildings
housed military offices, a textile mill and finally a teachers’ seminary. After the
Tianshui City Museum moved to some buildings in the compound in 1986, recon-
struction of the temple started and in 2001 the reconstructed temple was included
in the list of important national cultural monuments (Liu Yanxiang 2003, 115—117).
The Fuxi temple that can be visited today is thus a fairly recent reconstruction ac-
cording to a model of the temple that had been produced and continuously repro-
duced on the same site from the sixteenth to the early twentieth century.
Collective rituals worshipping Fuxi, in one form or another, seem to have been
regularly performed until about 1950, when the Lantern Festival Association was
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dissolved and the temple festival with its rituals was not performed any more until
the 1980s. In 1988, the Tianshui City Government organized the celebration of an
official ritual in honor of Fuxi, and the next year a temple festival was arranged.
Sacrificial rituals were performed by members of the newly founded Lantern Fes-
tival Association, whose members were mostly common people from the neighbor-
ing city district (Cao Wei 2010, 27-28). In 2009 the director of the Tianshui City
Museum invited a conference to discuss the reorganization of the popular rituals.
It was decided to establish a standard course of action based on the state rituals
for Fuxi in the Ming dynasty. This new ritual design included a ritual called tailao
A% (Li Ningmin 2013). Tailao, which can be translated as ‘Great Animal Sacrifice’,
is the name of a ritual of the former imperial cult. It usually consisted in offering
an ox, a pig, and a sheep.

The tailao sacrifice provides the offerings to Fuxi with an even longer histor-
ical pedigree. Some Chinese historians argue that the first documented sacrifice to
Fuxi dates back to 756 BCE when a tailao sacrifice was supposedly offered to Fuxi
in the state of Qin (Liu Yanxiang 2003, 145-146). In any case, animal sacrifices in
China can be traced back to the second millennium BCE. During the Han dynasty,
in the second century BCE, tailao sacrifices were the most important of all sacrifi-
cial rituals, which the emperor offered in person to the highest deities (Bujard
2009, 785). Since then, they were part of the imperial cult, which was abolished
only with the end of the Qing dynasty in 1911. In historical interpretation, we
could therefore say that the tailao sacrifices attest an astonishing continuity of rit-
ual practices over roughly three thousand years. Its contemporary performance in
the Fuxi temple may thus appear as continuing an age-old tradition.

In what sense can we take this as an example of religious evolution? The ob-
servation of historical continuity apparently contradicts the assumption of dynam-
ics and change.

3.2 Historical continuity and cultural evolution

Historical continuity is a theoretical concept that easily hides the fact that cultural
products, which include institutions, practices and ideas, as well as material arti-
facts, continue only insofar as they are reproduced and maintained through gen-
erations. This reproduction may be an exact copying, but in many if not most cases
it involves minor modifications, which however, in the course of time, can accumu-
late to major ones. This is exactly what evolution means.

Sacrifices offered to deities and royal ancestors were the most important state
rituals from the late second millennium BCE to the early twentieth century. How-
ever during these three thousand years, significant innovations occurred. To men-
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tion only one: For the Shang kings at the end of the second millennium BCE, royal
ancestors were powerful supernatural agents who needed sacrifices to ward off
misfortune (Eno 1996). A thousand years later, in the third century BCE, the Con-
fucian thinker Xunzi explained that sacrifices had no effects whatsoever on fortune
or misfortune, but were performed as expressions of cultivated behavior (Xunzi
2014, 179. 215-216). In the Confucian tradition, the utmost importance given to rit-
uals and sacrifices was not explained as an attempt to influence supernatural
agents. Instead, the observance of rituals was seen as a way of cultivating the in-
dividual personality and securing the harmonious order of society. Ancestor wor-
ship was primarily an expression of filial piety, rather than grounded in the belief
that ancestral spirits need offerings to feed upon — a belief that was ridiculed by
the philosopher Wang Chong in the first century (Wang Chong 1962, 509 —524).
The progression model of cultural evolution would take such new interpreta-
tions of ritual and sacrifice, which were first produced during the Axial Age, as in-
dications of an increasing rationalization and critical attitude of human thinking
(Roetz 1992, 343 -363; Bellah 2011, 472-473). Indeed, ancestor worship is being
seen as a ritual form of paying respect to one’s forbears, without assuming that
they are supernatural beings. On the other hand, however, it would be mistaken
to imagine that such rational interpretations of rituals have replaced the belief
in ancestor spirits needing offerings to secure fortune and ward off misfortune
(Wolf 1974, 163-168; Ahern 1973, 191-203). Both explanations were reproduced
and modified since antiquity in many ways. Cultural evolution resulted in a diver-
sification — not only of the explanations but also of the design of rituals.

3.3 Environment and agency

Ritual practices and their explanations are human products that can be perceived
and exist objectively in the cultural environment in which individuals live. Howev-
er, even in the same society, the cultural environments of individuals are not iden-
tical. They depend on location, family background, gender, social contacts, educa-
tion, profession and other variables. Still, some cultural products are widespread
in a society and known to most people. In any case, the cultural environment is
the basis on which new cultural products are created.

Besides the environment, the second crucial factor for cultural innovation is
agency. To produce something new, there must be agents who are creative. In
the 1980s a number of devoted worshippers of Fuxi founded a new Lantern Festi-
val Association to resume the rituals in the reconstructed temple. In contrast to the
former association of the same name, it was not dominated by local notables but
by common people from the neighborhood. Some of them were old enough to re-
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member the former ritual practices, which were to some extent reproduced. But
they were not copied exactly. For example, formerly women were not allowed to
enter the sacrificial space, but this taboo was abandoned when the leadership
of the Lantern Festival Association was taken over by a woman (Cao Wei 2010,
28-30). This modification not only illustrates the role of agency but also the adap-
tation to the changed status of women in the cultural environment.

However, the Lantern Festival Association was not the only agent that partici-
pated in the reproduction of the rituals. For the local believers Fuxi is an object of
worship similar to other popular deities,® but there are a number of other agents
who want to promote the temple and rituals primarily as symbols of the local cul-
tural heritage and prestige or as public events to attract tourists. A decisive role
was played by members of the local cultural elite whose educational background
is quite different from the common worshipper’s. In 2009, the director of the Tian-
shui City Museum invited local political leaders, retired cadres and scholars to dis-
cuss a reform of the popular rituals to make them more cultivated. They decided
not only to include the tailao sacrifice, after the model of the Ming dynasty state
rituals, but also to enlarge the festival by additional entertainments and exhibi-
tions. A new and officially registered association for the organization of the pop-
ular Fuxi festival was founded in 2013 by local elites (Li Ningmin 2013), which re-
duces the influence of the Lantern Festival Association.

The rituals that I could observe in 2015 thus were far from being the same as
those performed twenty, let alone two hundred years before. They are new cultural
products, which are modified reproductions of older ones. On the one hand, the
main components are taken from the pool of festive activities available in the cul-
tural environment. On the other hand, each reproduction involves innovations to
adapt the product to aims and purposes prevailing in the environment. Yet the ac-
tors engaged in the cultural production do not share the same background and
their interests diverge. Conflicting interests have to be negotiated and it appears
that those who first reproduced the festival some decades ago increasingly lost
control of its yearly reproduction.

Although attempts to make the festival more ‘cultivated’ were successful in
many respects, and while the tailao sacrifice supposedly follows the example of
the Ming state ritual to meet the cultural expectations of the more educated stake-
holders, still the cultural environment of the common people provides some of the
components of the newly designed rituals. The statues of Fuxi and the Dragon King

6 The Lantern Festival Association also takes care of the temple festival celebrated some days
earlier in the nearby Daoist Jade Fountain Monastery (Yuquan guan) (Xin Xuan 2015, 50), which
suggests that the members are devoted religious believers.
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are carried in palanquins just like other popular deities, for example. More striking
is the fact that the introduction of the tailao sacrifice was not to supersede another
sacrificial ritual of local origin, which is called lingsheng 4% (‘accepting the vic-
tim’) and takes place in the afternoon before the tailao. While the tailao is a ‘cul-
tivated’ sacrifice, which does not involve killing the animals on the spot but pre-
senting their prepared heads as an offering,” the lingsheng ritual is a blood
sacrifice and the blood of the victims, which are butchered in front of the main
hall of the temple, is in high demand by the watching crowd. The ritual called ling-
sheng seems to be unknown in other parts of China. It is attested in rural areas of
southern Gansu and northern Shaanxi, where it usually involves the killing of a
sheep, and is often part of burials (Han Dian 2015; Blog.sina.com.cn 2013). Its in-
clusion in the program of the Fuxi festival shows that the design of the various
rituals performed in the temple reflects the different cultural environments of
the key actors.®

The invention of the complex five-day ritual event in Tianshui thus illustrates
very well the main factors of cultural evolution: environment and agency. The cul-
tural environment provides a reservoir of accumulated human products; at the
same time it restricts or facilitates the opportunities of production. Agency refers
to individual and collective actors, who creatively select, use and modify some
of the available products to invent new ones. Of course, cultural reproduction in-
volves not only temple buildings, institutions or rituals; it also includes ideas.

As to ideas, we can turn to the ideas connected with the symbol of Fuxi. It is
not possible here to explain in detail their evolution since antiquity. Suffice it to
note that it resulted in an extreme diversity of beliefs. On the one hand, there
are mythological accounts of Fuxi and his wife Niiwa, each with the body of a
snake and a human head, as well as mythological narratives that describe them
as the first beings after the primordial chaos, and creators of humankind (Wang
Jian 2004). In the cosmological theories of the Han dynasty, Fuxi was identified
with one of the five deities associated with the five cardinal directions. On the
other hand, in later historical literature Fuxi was considered a historical personage
of high antiquity and the very first in the succession of Chinese rulers (Guo Weny-

7 In the state ritual of the Ming dynasty, whole animals, which had been killed ‘offstage’ (Zito
1997, 46), were presented as offerings. See the Ming painting of Emperor Han Gaozu sacrificing
to Confucius (BBS.F/173.com 2015).

8 I was unable to find out since when the lingsheng ritual has been performed in the Fuxi tem-
ple. It is not mentioned by Liu Yanxiang as one of the components that are traditionally part of
the ritual and festival. He does mention that after 1988 the popular festival included the sacri-
fice of two pigs (Liu Yanxiang 2003, 154). However, in the lingsheng ritual traditionally a sheep
is slaughtered.
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ing 2007, 21-22; Karlgren 1946, 206-207). All these diverse interpretations —
mythological, religious and historical — are available today. Although in most con-
temporary publications Fuxi is described as a historical figure, in local lore there
still are narratives about Fuxi and Niiwa as a primordial brother and sister couple
who created the human race (Cao Wei 2010, 12). The cultural environment provides
a choice of explanations and anyone is free to select and mold her or his own idi-
osyncratic version.

3.4 Contemporary dynamics

Chinese academic scholars agree that Fuxi is no historical personage. However, the
common understanding keeps to the traditional historiography and takes him as a
first of the Three Emperors and ancestor of the Chinese people.® This historical fic-
tion is a ready-made component not only for the reproduction of the popular wor-
ship of Fuxi; the historical fiction is also used as a component to produce official
state rituals.

Besides the so-called popular sacrifices I have been referring to so far, there is
also an official ceremony worshipping Fuxi.'® This official ceremony was invented
in 1988 and organized by the city government of Tianshui, but since 2005 has been
organized by the government of Gansu Province. It takes place each year on June
22. Nowadays it a spectacular event that starts in the large square in front of the
temple compound with professional dance and music performances. The official
program is broadcast on television and watched by common people. There is
also a by-program on the streets with parades in historical and fantasy costumes.**

The main actors of the official ritual are the heads of the provincial govern-
ment and high-ranking representatives of the Communist Party. Hundreds of invit-
ed guests attend the ceremony where the governor of the province solemnly reads
a eulogy praising Fuxi for his great achievements as founder of the Chinese cul-
ture. Soldiers in dress uniforms carry flower baskets into the temple where the of-
ficial representatives bow three times to the statue of Fuxi. The table in front of the

9 This can be seen from the entries in popular web-encyclopedias (Baidu Baike 2015a; Weiji
Baike 2015).

10 The Chinese terms are minjian jisi E<[a]25%E (‘popular sacrifice’) and gongji dadian /4% K #
(‘Grand public memorial ceremony’). Jidian £, which is used for the state rituals, literally
means ‘(official) sacrificial rite’, but in modern Chinese is usually translated as ‘memorial cere-
mony’. The popular rituals for Fuxi are called jisi £5fE, which is also used for sacrifices to deities
and ancestors.

11 For the official website of the ceremony see fuxidadian.com 2015.
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statue is loaded with food offerings. After the official ritual the common people
crowd into the temple to burn incense and worship Fuxi.

What we have here is a recently invented state ritual worshipping a legendary
ancestor of the Chinese people. One of its functions certainly is to symbolize the
cultural heritage of China, to nurture patriotism and foster the Chinese cultural
identity.”> Remarkably, to do this, the Communist authorities make use of symbols
available from both the imperial state cult and popular religious traditions. Offer-
ing food and bowing to the statue of a mythical ancestor are ritual behaviors that
seem strange if performed by leading representatives of the Chinese state and the
Communist Party. They take place in a temple supposed to be the site where im-
perial sacrifices to the very same mythical figure have been performed. These are
all ingredients that have been produced before, but in the course of their modified
reproduction gain a new meaning. Whatever this meaning may be, it seems to be
quite different from the one attributed to Fuxi by the thousands of village people
who, on the day before the state ritual, participate in a popular sacrificial ritual a
couple of miles away on top of Guataishan mountain (Tianshui City Government
Net 2015; Lanzhou Chenbao 2007). The temple there has been reconstructed by the
local population, after having been razed to the ground during the Cultural Revo-
lution.

There is a remarkable dynamics of religious reconstruction in contemporary
China. The reconstruction of popular religious temples, rituals and institutions
has been observed by many scholars. But how can we interpret the invention of
new state rituals devoted to mythic ancestors? The official ‘sacrificial rites’ (jidian)
honoring Fuxi are not the only ones. There are similar rituals devoted to other
equally legendary figures, among them the Yellow Emperor (Huangdi) and
Fuxi’s sister and wife Niiwa (Billioud, Thoraval 2015, 189-191). Can we regard
these new rituals as modified reproductions of the imperial state cult?

4 Cultural evolution and selection

This brings me back to the issue of cultural evolution. Charles Darwin, one of the
fathers of the evolutionary theory in biology, explained the origin of species with
the formula ‘descent with modification’ (Darwin [1859] 1997). Later on, the meta-
phor ‘inheritance’ gained usage. Biological evolution is thus conceived as a proc-

12 Official reports of the ceremony stress the fact that among the official participants are rep-
resentatives from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau and overseas Chinese who all share reverence to
Fuxi as common ancestor.
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ess of differentiation of species based on genetic inheritance with modification. It
is this paradigm on which the diversification model of cultural evolution is based.

Inheritance refers to the aspect of continuity. As I have shown, in the field of
culture and religion what is perceived as continuity is in fact the ongoing reproduc-
tion of cultural products. Cultural products do not persist by themselves, but have
to be preserved through human activity, which is often called ‘preserving the cul-
tural heritage’.

Cultural reproduction rarely results in exact copies of existing products. There
is usually a range of variations. If we take biological evolution as a paradigm, we
must look for mechanisms of selection. Basically, selection means that some var-
iations are better adapted to certain environments than others and can therefore
survive by being reproduced. Others may survive only in ecological niches or
not at all. From this perspective, changes in the cultural environment in modern
China, which includes the political environment, can be seen as resulting in a mas-
sive process of cultural selection. Particularly during the Cultural Revolution,
many cultural products, including religious practices, ideas and institutions,
could not be reproduced under the new environmental conditions and disap-
peared. Others were reproduced in cultural niches or in heavily modified forms.

During the past thirty years, there were again enormous changes in the cultur-
al environment. Under the new political and economic conditions, many elements
of what is called popular religion were reproduced in modified forms. The inven-
tion of the popular sacrificial rituals in the Fuxi temple in Tianshui, in which el-
ements of the imperial state cult are combined with local religious customs, is
an example. As the success of cultural innovations largely depends on their adap-
tation to the environment, we should expect the evolutionary dynamics to reflect
selective pressures. In a cultural environment controlled by a Communist Party
with a declared atheist ideology, the public production of religion is severely re-
stricted. Cultural production adapts to this selective pressure through modifica-
tions.

One of the possible modifications is to change classifications. Temple festivals
need not be classified as religious events. They have many elements that can be
classified as entertainment, such as opera performances, dance, music, and sight-
seeing. What we perceive as religious elements, such as burning incense, praying
and offering sacrifices, are just one aspect, which — of course — from the perspec-
tive of a scholar of religion is the most interesting one. But these elements are only
part of the event and increasingly overshadowed by countless activities that are
adapted to the expectations of the cultural environment. From the perspective
of the local government, prestige, economic and entertainment functions are the
most important aspects. They choose to classify the temple festival as a cultural
event of national importance. What appears to be the reproduction of traditional
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religion is explained as the preservation of the immaterial cultural heritage, which
at the same time serves economic development. In fact, however, this preservation
is not the reproduction of what has been produced before, but a new product (Du
Zhun 2011).

For the study of religions, this presents some methodological problems. How
do we deal with a temple ritual that involves animal sacrifice, food offerings, burn-
ing of incense and solemn eulogies addressing a mythic ancestor, if all this is de-
clared by the participants as having nothing to do with religion? The study of re-
ligion offers a number of possible interpretations. From a post-colonial point of
view, we could take the findings as further evidence of the fact that the concept
of religion is a Western construction, whose application to other cultures is mean-
ingless. However, from the perspective of the discursive study of religion, this view
would need to be qualified, because there are indeed discourses about religion in
contemporary China, even very controversial ones. But in the official discourse,
worshipping Fuxi is not allowed to count as religion. Taking the position of the
cognitive science of religion, it could be assumed that the temple rituals are reli-
gious activities, at least for those participants who worship Fuxi as an ancestor.
However, the majority would probably explain that even though Fuxi is venerated,
he is not a supernatural agent.

This latter view is also the official one given to explain the meaning of the
state rituals devoted to mythical ancestors. There still remains the question wheth-
er we can interpret these rituals as a modified reproduction of the imperial state
cult, which included worshipping the very same imagined ancestor. Of course, no-
body would admit that the Communist government is reproducing religious rituals
of the Confucian empire. What is obvious, however, is the fact that the production
of the contemporary state ritual for Fuxi cannot be explained without referring to
the cultural environment. It is the cultural environment that provides the symbol
of Fuxi as first ancestor as well as the ritual forms used to stage an official cere-
mony of ancestor worship. It is not a reproduction of the imperial cult. It is a
new cultural product whose creators make use of available components to
adapt it to the existing cultural environment. It is an example of cultural evolution.

Evidently, the invention of state rituals dedicated to mythical figures is not a
case of cultural evolution in the sense of the progression model. It does not attest
to a historical breakthrough. Breakthroughs are retrospective interpretations of his-
torical meaning and it is impossible to know to what extent these new ritual forms
and their explanations will be reproduced and elaborated in the future. To be sure,
it could be that in retrospect they will appear to have been the first occurrence of
new forms of sacralization of Chinese order and history (cf. Billioud, Thoraval
2015, 191), but they may just as well turn out to be a short episode of cultural pro-
duction without any lasting effects. However, whether they survive by being repro-
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duced or not, they are bits of cultural evolution, which is a selective process that
works through the elimination of cultural products that are not sufficiently adapt-
ed to their environment.

In the short range of the last three decades in China, the production of quite a
number of popular and state rituals for imagined ancestors without doubt can be
considered an example of cultural dynamics. But how about the dynamics of re-
ligion? Can the invention of new ancestor rituals, whether they are on the popular
or the state level, be taken as a case of religious dynamics? Could the ritual offer-
ings be religious even though they are not allowed by the participants to count as
religion? I cannot answer these questions. I am even not sure that they are mean-
ingful questions. I am sure, however, that dealing with these developments is a
meaningful subject of the study of religion even if we should not be able to define
the conceptual boundaries of religion.
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Religion and Public Space in Contemporary
Japan: Re-activation of the Civilization

of the Axial Age and the Manifestation of
State Shinto and Buddhism

Abstract: Religious discourses and activities or discourses by religious organiza-
tions and religious leaders are occupying an increasingly bigger space in the
public sphere in Japan in the 2010s. On the one hand, State Shinto has manifest-
ed its presence, and a political movement to further its influence is in place. On
the other hand, Buddhist and New Religion organizations in the Buddhist line
are inclined to participate more in the public sphere, presenting their discourses
against nationalist tendencies. The visualization of religions in the public space
in Japan can be seen as an example of a revitalization of the Axial Age civiliza-
tion, either from the aspect of the revival of State Shinto, or the aspect of Bud-
dhism as a public religion.

Keywords: State Shinto, Axial Age civilization, public religion, imperial nation-
alism, Japanese nationalism, religious nationalism, Nippon Kaigi, Yasukuni
Shrine, Soka Gakkai, Shinzo Abe

1 Revival of State Shinto

In discussing religion in contemporary Japan, there are many factors which tend
to be overlooked if attention is given only to religious organizations. It is neces-
sary to take into account the religious behavior and consciousness of people who
do not belong to any specific religious organizations, and those who do not con-
sider themselves to be related to religion. This does not imply only those people
who assert: ‘T am not religious, but I am spiritual.’ In Japan, there is an influen-
tial system of religious discourse and behavior named ‘State Shinto’ which has
not been based mainly on formal religious organizations. In East Asia, the tradi-
tional spiritual cultures — notably Confucianism, Taoism and folk religions —
have exerted strong influence on the culture and behavior of the people and oc-
cupy important positions without having formal religious organizations. Thus, it
is not easy to draw a proper picture of religions in East Asia.

A notable change is observable in religion in contemporary Japan. Ise
Shrine, which enshrines Amaterasu Omikami, the principle female deity of Shin-
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to mythology who is said to have ordered her descendants to rule Japan from
heaven, and which had been the central axis of State Shinto until the end of
World War II, was reportedly visited by over 14.2 million worshippers in 2013
(Asahi Shimbun, January 1, 2014). That number exceeded the record number
of visitors in 2010 (8.83 million, which was the largest number since the begin-
ning of recorded statistics in 1895) by over five million. The year 2013 was the
twentieth year since the new shrine was constructed and the enshrined objects
were transferred from the old shrine. This anniversary was the greatest factor for
the increase in number of worshippers. In the years prior to transferring the
shrine, the number of visitors amounted to 4.82 million in 1954, 8.59 million
in 1973, and 8.39 million in 1993. Compared to these numbers, the number of
worshippers in 2013 is remarkable.

It was reported that 13 out of 19 members of the Abe Cabinet, formed in 2012,
belonged to the Nippon Kaigi Parliamentary Panel. This group is a parliamentary
section of the organization named Nippon Kaigi (Japan Conference). It is a large
group of 252 members in the parliament, with MP Takeo Hiranuma serving as its
chairperson (Akahata, Communist Party Newspaper, January 15, 2013).

The Nippon Kaigi, according to its official website, is a non-governmental or-
ganization for advocacy and popular movement working to rebuild a beautiful
and self-respecting Japan. The website gives the following explanation (accessed
March 31, 2015, http://www.nipponkaigi.org/about):

Nippon Kaigi was established on May 30, 2007 combining the former ‘Nihon wo Mamoru
Kokumin Kaigi (National Conference to Protect Japan)’ and ‘Nihon wo Mamoru Kai (Asso-
ciation to Protect Japan)’ as a popular movement with a national grassroots network.

Over the past 30 or so years, we developed nationwide movements in an effort to de-
fine the best path for Japan to take. Our activities include: the legislation in 1979 of the use
of names of Meiji, Taisho and Showa, periods corresponding to the reign of each of those
emperors, in official documents; the movement to celebrate the 60th year of the reign of
Emperor Showa and the enthronement ceremony of the present emperor and other auspi-
cious events in the Imperial Household; a movement to normalize education; editing of his-
tory textbooks; holding a memorial ceremony for the war dead in the 50th year after the
end of WWII and festivals aiming for maintaining harmonious relations with countries
in Asia; supporting the peace keeping operations of the Self-Defense Forces; and advocat-
ing the formulation of a new Constitution embodying a national concept based on tradi-
tion.

Japan today, however, has many problems such as confused politics, school education
with problems, insufficient risk management, and its economic prospects are grim. We will
advocate and take action to protect and pass on a beautiful Japan with the motto of ‘self-
respecting nation building.’

In response to our new popular movement, the multi-party ‘Nippon Kaigi Parliamen-
tary Panel’ was established. Together with parliamentary members, we will conduct grass-
roots popular movements all over the country. We request your support.’
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Notable concrete ‘popular movement’ projects are the legislation of the use of
the emperor’s reign period names in official documents, the encouragement of
the veneration of the emperor such as celebrations of auspicious events of the
Imperial Household, the advocacy of formulating a new Constitution embodying
the concept of a nation based on tradition, and support to the peace-keeping op-
erations of the Self-Defense Forces. This organization places importance on
strengthening the power of the state, and inspiring the veneration of the emperor
in its activities.

The declaration for the establishment of the organization adopted at the in-
itial assembly in May 1995 says (accessed March 31, 2015, http://www.nipponkai-
gi.org/about):

The Japanese people, since ancient times, have admitted the coexistence of diverse values
and absorbed aspects of overseas cultures and assimilated them in our nation-building ef-
forts while respecting our traditions and living in harmony with nature. The building of the
first modern nation in Asia after the Meiji Restoration was a glorious result of our national
efforts.

Despite the nation’s unprecedented defeat in WWII, our national character to venerate
the emperor as the central being for national integration was never shaken, and people
rose up from their despair and from the scorched land, and have made strenuous efforts
to rebuild the nation into an economic power.

However, behind its admirable economic prosperity, the traditional culture which had
developed over many generations and had been handed down to us by our ancestors came
to be slighted, and our glorious history has been forgotten or sullied, and the spirit to pro-
tect the nation and devote ourselves to the good of society was lost among our people,
while tendencies to seek only one’s self-protection and enjoyment prevail in society.
Now, the nation is inclining toward dissolution.

In addition, the collapse of the Cold War structure clearly revealed the fallacy of Marx-
ism, but on the other hand, the world entered a new age of chaos where nations selfishly
pursue their own interests. Nevertheless, Japan today has no firm concept or national goal
for survival in the rapidly changing international community. If we continue living an idle
life, the ruin of the country cannot be avoided.

Being aware of living in this critical age, we establish this organization to promote the
development of our nation and people so that we can contribute to the development of
Japan and mutual prosperity with the world. We will inherit the achievements of activities
carried out over the past 20 years and moreover, we will mobilize the passion and power of
interested people in striving for a broad range of popular movements.

The Association of Shinto Shrines, embracing almost all Shinto shrines in the
country, is deeply involved in Nippon Kaigi. Other than this organization,
many organizations which belong to New Religion and the moral movement
are associated with it. They include Gedatsu-kai, Kokuchu-kai, Reiyu-kai,
Sukyo Mahikari, Institute of Moralogy, Kirisuto-no-Makuya, Bussho-Gonenkai,
Nenpou Shinkyo, Shinsei Bukkyo Kyodan, Oisca International, and Ananai-kyo.
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Further, there is the Shinto Political Federation working in partnership with
the Association of Shinto Shrines. The Shinto Political Federation also has a par-
liamentary members’ group. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe served as the chairper-
son of the group some years ago. More than sixty percent of members of both
parliamentary groups under Nippon Kaigi and Shinto Political Federation belong
to both organizations. In the election for the House of Representatives in June
2012, more than 200 candidates who were recommended by the Shinto Political
Federation were successfully elected. The Association of Shinto Shrines has con-
centrated its efforts on reviving State Shinto after WWII (Shimazono 2010). After
the 2012 election, parliamentary members in favor of the revival of State Shinto
have grown to be a large force in the Diet. Prime Minister Abe made a worship-
ping visit to Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013 supported by this political back-
ground.

Even so, it should be carefully judged if the ruling party members are all af-
fected by the Shinto Political Federation and Nippon Kaigi, because many mem-
bers in the Liberal Democratic Party greatly depend on votes by Komeito support-
ers. Komeito party supporters comprise the followers of Soka Gakkai, a New
Religion organization in the Buddhist line. Soka Gakkai is cautionary about
the revival of State Shinto. The Komeito party has been expressing its concerns
about Prime Minister Abe visiting Yasukuni Shrine. If the Liberal Democratic
Party were to strongly push its agenda to revive State Shinto, the coalition of
the Liberal Democratic Party and Komeito party would have no choice but to
break up.

Is this political context related in any way to the increase in the number of
worshippers at Ise Shrine? It is not known what kind of political consciousness
worshippers have. In fact, the increase of worshippers is closely related with a
‘Power Spot’ boom. (Power Spots refer to spiritual places in which people can
feel energy from the earth.) It is said that a large portion of the worshippers
are young women wishing for their good fortunes.

The increase in numbers of worshippers at the shrine is also in response to
the tourist strategy of local business people. Akafuku Honten, a long-established
confectionery, invested 14 billion yen to develop ‘Okage Yokocho,” a shopping
lane in the style of the late Edo and Meiji periods, in front of the inner shrine
to entertain visitors. This shopping lane became popular and helped attract
more tourists to Ise Shrine.

The increase in Ise Shrine worshippers and the promotion to revive State
Shinto may be seen to be related to some extent. If State Shinto, under the um-
brella of the Association of Shinto Shrines, and Ise Shrine, which is considered
as the main base of Shinto by the Association, have gained distinction in peo-
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ple’s minds, it should be carefully studied how this mindset is related to the cur-
rent political context.

In short, since the beginning of the 2000s, and in particular after the March
11, 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and Fukushima First Nuclear Power Plant
accident, the movement to revive State Shinto has become apparent. The influ-
ence of the religion seems to have become stronger in the form of encouraging
State Shinto and the veneration of the emperor in the public sphere. But is
this movement only limited to State Shinto?

2 Seeking a lifestyle without depending on
nuclear power

Because of the accident at Fukushima First Nuclear Power Plant following the
Great East Earthquake on March 11, 2011, many people have lost their lands, liv-
ing environments and jobs and are forced to live in evacuation housing arrange-
ments. Many families have to live separately. Workers are engaged in post-acci-
dent work, exposed to high doses of radiation at the risk of shortening their
lives. Several hundred thousand people sustained enormous damage. Radioac-
tive substances spread over many acres of land, and a great number of people
are concerned about the health hazards to children posed by radioactive sub-
stances. The accident is attributed to a failure in taking necessary safety meas-
ures by those who have promoted nuclear power generation. The nuclear
power disaster is understood as a manifestation of making light of the value
of human life.

Since April 2011, movements by religious organizations taking action to pro-
mote living without nuclear power plants became remarkable. Christian and
Buddhist organizations were the main players in the movements (Fujiyama
2012). The action by Christian organizations was in concert with the decisions
adopted by the parliaments of Germany and Italy and other anti-nuclear move-
ments in the world. But here, movements by Buddhist organizations will be ex-
amined (Shimazono 2013a).

Among traditional Buddhist organizations, the Myoshinji sub-sect of the
Rinzai Sect, the Otani sub-sect of the Shin Sect, and Rissho Koseikai advocated
doing away with nuclear power generation. There were Buddhist followers who
made public appeals against nuclear power plants and who carried out activities
to help victims of the power plant accident and help children in Fukushima on
individual or group bases. The more impactful event beyond these activities was
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the ‘Declaration — Seeking a Lifestyle without Depending on Nuclear Power’ is-
sued by the Japan Buddhist Federation on December 1, 2011. It begins by saying:

Due to the proliferation of radioactive substances caused by the accident at Fukushima
First Nuclear Power Station of Tokyo Electric Power Co. Ltd., a great number of people
are forced out of homes where they have lived for years, and are now living the life of ref-
ugees. With unfocused rage and anxieties with a bleak prospect, they live in distress. Many
families with infants and small children are living in enormous fear of radiation damage to
their health, and spending their days in fear of their ‘life.” We cannot deny the possibility
that the radioactive substances, diffused not only in Japan but also globally, will have an
effect on the environment and ecological system and threaten the ‘life’ of not only humans
but also other living things.

The document continues to state that many Japanese, as citizens of the A-bomb
victim nation, have a special prayer, or hope, opposing the violation of life by
exposure to radiation:

Japan is the only nation victimized by atomic bombs in the world. Many ‘lives’ were lost,
and people who survived the explosions are still suffering subsequent complications of nu-
clear exposure. In order not to repeat the same mistake, we Japanese have been conveying
the messages of misery and rage to help the world understand the importance of ‘life.’

Further, from the viewpoint of the peace desired by the Buddhist spirit, it stress-
es that the violation of life by nuclear power plants is unacceptable:

Based on the Buddhist spirit, we, at the Japan Buddhist Federation, have been trying to re-
alize world peace in order to build a society in which the ‘life’ of each person is respected.
On the other hand, we have expanded our desires to live a more comfortable and conven-
ient life. Behind our pursuit for convenience, there are realities that people in the locations
of nuclear power plants are spending their days risking their lives due to the possibility of
accidents and leaving behind the unpleasant legacy of how to deal with indisposable radio-
active wastes. We must, therefore, regret that we have brought about such a situation in
which life and peaceful living are threatened by nuclear power plant accidents.

Finally, the declaration explains that the ground for ‘seeking a lifestyle without
depending on nuclear power generation’ is a lifestyle that contains a religious
spirit:

We, at the Japan Buddhist Federation, will try to decrease our dependence on nuclear
power generation which threatens our life, and aim to build a society with sustainable en-
ergy not supported by nuclear power generation. Instead of hoping to live in affluence at
the expense of others, we must choose ways whereby personal happiness goes together
with human wellbeing.
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We declare that each of us should address this issue as our own problem, and while
reviewing our own way of living, we should break away from excessive material desires,
know that we each have enough, do our best to realize a way of living that is humble before
nature, and build a society in which every ‘life’ is protected.

Their religious spirit is embodied in sentences emphasizing that nuclear power
plants ‘threaten our lives,” that we receive power supply ‘at the expense of oth-
ers,” and urging that we should seek ways by which ‘personal happiness goes to-
gether with human wellbeing,” and that, for that purpose, every person should
‘know that one has enough and become humble before nature.” It can be said
that this declaration is intended to express a view based on Buddhist spirit in
a broad sense, beyond various traditional Buddhist Sects, and that its content
has an appealing tone to the religious mind and spirituality of Japanese people.

The Japan Buddhist Federation encompasses almost all traditional Buddhist
organizations in Japan. Never before had Buddhist organizations made a concert-
ed appeal of this kind to the public. This can be seen as the emergence of a new
function for religious organizations: as public religion responding to the needs
of society.

Later, on February 2012, the assembly of the Otani sub-sect of Shin Sect an-
nounced its resolution ‘demanding the realization of a society not dependent on
nuclear power generation by discontinuing nuclear power plant operation and
decommissioning reactors.” The reason for this resolution is similar to that of
the Declaration of the Japan Buddhist Federation, but it takes one step further
by demanding concrete measures ‘by discontinuing nuclear power generation
and decommissioning reactors.’

On June 18, 2012, Rissho Koseikai, in the Hokke Sect line, published its state-
ment titled ‘Building a truly rich society — beyond nuclear power plants’, which
says: ‘what is demanded of us now, is to build a truly rich society without nucle-
ar power generation as early as possible.’ It also says: ‘“The most important thing
is to review our values and lifestyles to unlimitedly increase energy consumption
at the cost of many things. It is now, in this time of greatest need that we should
control our consumption and lead a life “to know that we have enough to live”
and to find happiness in simple living.” With this, Rissho Koseikai pushed for-
ward its religious spirit while controlling the expression of its religious faith.

Soka Gakkai, another New Religion in the Buddhist line, published a memo-
rial proposal titled ‘Century when the tie of dignity of life gives off a brilliance’
on the 37th ‘Soka Gakkai International Day’ on January 26, 2012, by Honorable
President Daisaku Ikeda. In it he says: ‘The government should immediately ex-
amine energy policies not dependent on nuclear power generation.” However,
the Komeito Party, supported by Soka Gakkali, is a coalition partner with the Lib-
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eral Democratic Party which is greatly inclined to the promotion of nuclear
power plants; therefore, Soka Gakkai does not announce a position in favor of
breaking with nuclear power generation.

Not all religious organizations in Japan are taking action to break with nu-
clear power generation as there are some religious organizations, such as Kofuku
no Kagaku (Happy Science), advocating the promotion of nuclear power gener-
ation and others which maintain a neutral position on this issue such as the Soto
Sect. Even so, it should not be slighted, in terms of impact on society, that the
Japan Buddhist Federation — linking major organizations of traditional sects
and influential Buddhism-line New Religion organizations such as Soka Gakkai
and Rissho Koseikai — presented their directions for the nation to live without
nuclear power generation.

Inter-religious and inter-sectoral activities to support the people affected
after the 3.11 Earthquake/Tsunami, and the action by the Japan Buddhist Feder-
ation in making a public appeal ‘seeking a lifestyle without depending on nucle-
ar power generation’, should be noted as epoch-making events in the history of
public functions of Japanese Buddhism (Mukhopadhyaya 2005, Shimazono
2013b). They may trigger Buddhist organizations in Japan to display their public
functions anew within the current trend to examine the spiritual blank caused
by the prevalence of secularism in our ever-diversifying society. Although the
pace is slow, Japanese Buddhist organizations have begun to evolve as a public
religion, and the public looks to the movement with potentiality and hope rather
than being cautious about it.

3 Revival of State Shinto and involvement of
religious organizations in the public sphere

In section 1, the trend toward revival of State Shinto was discussed, followed in
section 2 by an examination of the expanded involvement in the public sphere of
Salvation Religion organizations. These two trends are rising from two different
directions, and have some opposing aspects.

The Bukkyo Times January 1, 2013 issue reports that the number of candi-
dates for the election of the House of Representatives held in December 2012
who were recommended by the Japan Buddhist Federation greatly decreased,
and the number of election winners fell accordingly. The article says that the Fed-
eration recommended 85 persons, of whom 46 were elected (in both single-seat
and proportional representation constituencies). This was a great drop from the
previous election in 2009 when 98 persons were elected out of 119 candidates
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recommended by the Federation. Among the 46 winners, 32 were from the Lib-
eral Democratic Party (out of 33 recommended), 10 (out of 40) from the Demo-
cratic Party, 1 (out of 2) from the Japan Restoration Party, 1 (out of 16) from the
Tomorrow Party of Japan, and 0 (out of 2) from non-affiliates.

The same tendency was true in the election for the House of Councilors in
July 2013. The Chugai Nippo July 5, 2013 issue gives an intermediary report
that the Japan Buddhist Federation recommended 17 candidates: 9 from the Lib-
eral Democratic, 5 from the Democratic, 2 from the People’s Life, and 1 from the
Japan Restoration Parties. The article says that comparing 35 candidates recom-
mended by the organization for the election in 2010, the number of recommend-
ed candidates has been greatly decreased. As a reason for the decrease, the
newspaper considers that to be eligible to obtain recommendation from the Fed-
eration, candidates were required to agree to the Declaration ‘Seeking a lifestyle
without depending on nuclear power generation’ of December 2011, and the let-
ter of protest against ‘Official worship visit by the prime minister and cabinet
ministers to Yasukuni Shrine’ which was sent to Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in
May 2012.

According to this article, the members of parliament (MPs) are declining to
link with traditional Buddhism. It is said that the conservative parties gained
force through the House of Representatives’ election in 2012, and the House of
Councilors’ election in 2013, but the Liberal Democratic Party, which increased
its MPs in number, has weakened its partnership with traditional Buddhist or-
ganizations which had been playing a central role in Japan’s spiritual culture.
Here, the Party’s pro-business-community stance, shown in its policy in favor
of nuclear power generation, and its position in favor of the revival of State Shin-
to as manifested by a worship visit to Yasukuni Shrine (see below), are contrary
to what traditional Buddhist organizations seek.

In order for the Liberal Democratic Party to increase its seats in the Diet, col-
laboration with the Komeito, supported by the Soka Gakkai, means a lot. How-
ever, the Liberal Democratic Party, which is inclining toward the revival of State
Shinto, and the Soka Gakkai, which has a bitter memory of having been sup-
pressed under the State Shinto administration, can hardly go together. The Buk-
kyo Times reports in its January 1, 2013 issue that the votes given to the Komeito
in the proportional-representation constituencies are on the decrease. The Ko-
meito itself increased its number of MPs, but the number of votes in the propor-
tional representation constituencies was the smallest in national elections since
2001: 8.98 million votes in 2005 under the premiership of Ichiro Koizumi insist-
ing on the privatization of Japan Post, 8.05 million votes in the previous election
for the House of Representatives in 2009, and 7.11 million votes in the most recent
one.
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The increase in seats was affected by lowered voting rates. The Soka Gakkai
had always strenuously encouraged its followers to vote as if it is a way to con-
firm the result of their faith. Even when the voting rate was generally low, Komei-
to supporters surely took part in voting; hence there were more winners. None-
theless, the number of votes to the Komeito dropped from 2009 to 2012. What can
be the reason for this decline? It can be presumed that the Soka Gakkai members
have come to question the partnering with the Liberal Democratic Party, whose
policies are far different from their own, notably with respect to the revival of
State Shinto, and its understanding of recent history which is opposed by
China and Korea.

As mentioned at the beginning of this paper, many candidates in national
elections who support the Nippon Kaigi and Shinto Political Federation have
been elected. The change in involvement in national elections by Buddhist or-
ganizations may imply that the traditional Buddhist community does not sup-
port the nationalist forces led by the Liberal Democratic Party. The Soka Gakkai,
the supporting body of the Komeito, has a potential inclination against nation-
alist policies that Prime Minister Abe is seeking to push forward.

As seen so far, in the public sphere in contemporary Japan there are ideolog-
ical powers aiming for the revival of State Shinto, and opposing religious pow-
ers. The former is represented by the Shinto Political Federation, Nippon
Kaigi, and the Association of Shinto Shrines. Upon entering the 2000s, the Lib-
eral Democratic Party has strengthened its inclination toward the revival of State
Shinto, and there are some further sympathizers in the Democratic Party, Japan
Restoration Party, and Your Party. As seen in section 2, religious forces different
from or sometimes opposing nationalism and the revival of State Shinto are also
moving toward increasing involvement in the public sphere.

For example, the Japan Buddhist Federation submitted a letter of request to
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe titled ‘Official worship visit to Yasukuni Shrine by the
Prime Minister and Cabinet Ministers’ on August 5, 2013 at the Prime Minister’s
official residence:

We Buddhist followers deeply regret that we have in the past been involved in wars against
the teachings of ‘dignity of life, and the spirit of compassion’ by Sakyamuni, and have con-
ducted various activities in an effort to realize a world free of disputes.

More than 70,000 temples affiliated with the Japan Buddhist Federation are politely
offering memorial services for the war dead and victims who sacrificed themselves for
the country in the Pacific War.

However, beginning in 1981 we have continued to express our opposition to the prime
minister and cabinet ministers visiting and worshipping Yasukuni Shrine.

As we have pointed out, Yasukuni Shrine is a religious institution which played an im-
portant role as the center of State Shinto in the past. Considering the process by which the
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war deceased were enshrined altogether under a specific criterion regardless of their indi-
vidual faith, this act clearly violates the ‘freedom of religion’ set forth in the Constitution. It
is natural that memorial services for the war deceased should be conducted according to
the religions of bereaved families.

The prime minister as well as cabinet ministers are always ‘public figures’ as long as
they are in these positions, therefore, we wish that the prime minister and cabinet ministers
of the government of Japan, observe the Constitution of Japan and serve in their leadership
positions to realize world peace.

Later, on August 10, 2013, the Japanese Association of New Religious Organiza-
tions affiliated with Rissho Koseikai, the Church of Perfect Liberty, Myochikai,
Ennokyo, and Zenrinkyo (including Gedatsu Kai affiliated to Nippon Kaigi)
also submitted their memorandum on ‘Official Worshipping to Yasukuni Shrine’
to Prime Minister Abe:

As the anniversary of the end of the Pacific War approaches, visits to Yasukuni Shrine by
the Prime Minister and other cabinet ministers are noted. The fact that ministers are in-
volved in Yasukuni Shrine, which is a religious organization, in the form of making ‘official
visits’ is against the ‘freedom of religion” and the principle of ‘separation of government
and religion’ set forth in the Constitution. We would like the Prime Minister and other min-
isters to pay sufficient consideration to this.

As you may be well aware, the provisions regarding ‘freedom of religion,” and the prin-
ciple of ‘separation of government and religion’ were created based upon reflection of the
past wars which took a heavy toll of lives. These are fundamental elements of a modern
nation based on freedom and basic human rights.

At the Budget Committee of the House of Councilors held on May 14, 2013 the Prime
Minister replied, ‘Yasukuni Shrine is a core facility to comfort the souls of the war dead.’
However, the Constitution ensures people to have the freedom to comfort and commemo-
rate the war deceased according to the religion they believe in. There is the Chidorigafuchi
National Cemetery in Tokyo which was completed in 1959, and in which a memorial service
was held by the government. After 50 years of existence, the cemetery is now covered with
a thick bunch of trees, and is accepted widely as a cemetery of unknown soldiers where
people can comfort and commemorate the victims of war without discomfort.

Considering the Prime Minister thinking of comforting the spirits of people fallen in
war and the need for a ‘place where families of the deceased and people at large can
pay respect’ as stated in the Budget Committee session, one would think that the improve-
ment of the National Chidorigafuchi Cemetery, and the organization of continued non-reli-
gious memorial services for the war victims there are things that the government should be
involved with.

With an understanding that the freedom and prosperity of Japan today have been built
at the expense of people fallen in war, we believe that the true way of comforting the souls
of the war victims would be for each and every person to pay their memorial tribute accord-
ing to their own religion.



42 —— Susumu Shimazono

We wish the Prime Minister may confirm the ‘freedom of religion,” and the principle of
‘separation of government and religion,” and that you yourself and all cabinet members
would refrain from paying official worship visits to Yasukuni Shrine.

The Prime Minister gave an offering of masakaki [a branch of the evergreen sacred tree
decorated with a five-color silk flag] at the time of the Spring Festival of Yasukuni Shrine in
April in the name of the Prime Minister. The masakaki offered to the altar in a shrine means
a religiously important offering in Shinto, and the act of offering it is a religious act. There-
fore, we request the Prime Minister to give full consideration to this act.

The reason the Japan Buddhist Federation and Japanese Association of Religious
Organizations oppose the official visit to Yasukuni Shrine by the Prime Minister
is somewhat different from the reason it is opposed by Chinese and Korean peo-
ples. The focal point of opposition by neighboring nations is the issue of their
understanding of recent history: their perception that paying official visits to Ya-
sukuni Shrine implies a justification of Japan’s prewar aggressive and invasive
activities. In contrast to this, the Buddhist Federation and Association of Reli-
gious Organizations focus on the principles of ‘freedom of religion’ and ‘separa-
tion of government and religion,” and by reference to these, the pre-war admin-
istration under the State Shinto system is critically reviewed. Their critical
framework was developed under the influence of the actions of the United
States, during the post-war occupation period, which applied a policy to nullify
State Shinto according to the principle of ‘separation of the state and church.’
Furthermore, it reflects the experience of people who were forced to venerate
the emperor, and whose freedom of religion, thought and belief was threatened
until the defeat in WWII. By 1945, many people had been severely suppressed
and considered to be betraying State Shinto because they believed in specific re-
ligions or ideologies. People were forced to venerate the holy emperor, and many
people voluntarily placed themselves in positions from which they could force
emperor veneration on other people. Fostering the state system under the holy
emperor, people took part in colonialist and militarist invasions of other coun-
tries.

The pre-war State Shinto system was initiated at the time of the Meiji Resto-
ration, and firmly established with the promulgation of the Imperial Rescript on
Education in 1890. The Imperial Rescript on Education demanded that the Jap-
anese observe morals based on teachings of the emperor (considered to have
a divine ancestor). Children were forced to memorize the document. Military
forces led by the emperor became the driving force of national integration
under State Shinto. In this atmosphere, sacrificing one’s life for the emperor
came to be admired. Yasukuni Shrine was established to enshrine service men
and soldiers who died for the emperor. It became a core shrine of State Shinto
together with Ise Shrine.
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After the 1890s, as a great portion of people came to accept State Shinto, re-
ligious organizations were forced to change their doctrines and were suppressed
one after another. Scholars and teachers were deprived of their jobs or forced
into obscurity simply because they harbored thoughts against State Shinto.

Some incidents of irreverence — by Kanzo Uchimura (in 1891, not making a
profound enough bow before the Imperial Rescript on Education at the school
ceremony where he worked, resulting in his resignation), and by Kunitake
Kume (whose article on Shinto mythology appearing in a history magazine
was blamed by Shinto leaders criticizing its impious attitude towards the deities
related to Imperial Family and who ended up retiring from the Imperial Univer-
sity in 1892) — were early examples of suppression (Shimazono 2010). In the
1930s and onward, many religious organizations were forced to be disbanded
or suspended (Shimazono 2010).

Clearly, the Japan Buddhist Federation and the Japanese Association of Re-
ligious Organizations are fully engaged in their opposition to the visits to Yasu-
kuni Shrine by the Prime Minister and other cabinet ministers, taking into ac-
count the historic fact that State Shinto played a suppressive function. The
point at issue is the freedom of religion, thought and belief. The promotion of
the revival of State Shinto will mean the suppression of such freedom. It is a
question of whether the government is going to compel people to live under a
unitary national spiritual order, or is going to admit diversity in religions,
thoughts and beliefs. This can be rephrased to be a question whether free and
open public space is allowed or not.

Upon the birth of the government headed by Shinzo Abe in 2012, this ques-
tion rapidly surfaced as a critical issue. It is closely linked with the other impor-
tant issue of constitutional revision. The ‘Draft of revised constitution of Japan’,
published by the Liberal Democratic Party in April 2012, includes proposed
changes in articles relating to the position of the emperor, ‘freedom of religion’
and ‘separation of government and religion.” These changes will be deeply con-
cerned with the revival of State Shinto, and heated arguments are anticipated on
this issue.

4 Religious nationalism and East Asian forms of
civilization of the Axial Age
Previous sections have shown that religious discourses and activities or discours-

es by religious organizations and religious leaders are occupying an increasing
part in the public sphere in Japan in the 2010s. On the one hand, State Shinto
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has manifested its presence, and a political movement to further its influence is
in place. On the other hand, Buddhist and New Religion organizations in the
Buddhist line are inclined to participate more in the public sphere, presenting
their discourses against nationalist tendencies. The latter can be called pacifist
religious discourses. A conflict in religious discourses is coming to the fore be-
tween those advocating nationalism and those for pacifism.

However, there is an example which does not fall on either side of the con-
flict. Because the Soka Gakkai supports the Komeito as a coalition partner with
the Liberal Democratic Party, which is increasingly inclined toward nationalism,
their criticism against nationalism and their pacifist discourses are both decreas-
ing in tone compared to those of a few decades ago. Even so, this does not mean
that the organization is inclined to a nationalist position. It is because the organ-
ization wants to maintain its force as a religious organization by taking advant-
age of the Komeito’s partnership with the Liberal Democratic Party. It is reported,
however, that there is strong opposition to the idea of downplaying pacifism
within the Soka Gakkai. Therefore, the Soka Gakkai seems to maintain its influ-
ence while controlling its pacifist discourses.

The phenomenon of religions in contemporary Japan becoming more in-
volved in the public sphere from the opposing directions of nationalism and pac-
ifism coincides with the world trend in which religions are gaining influence in
the public sphere. This is different from the structure of discourses in the public
sphere during the Cold War period. During that period, the opposing axes were
mainly liberalism versus socialism, and it was generally considered that secula-
rist discourses were mainly on the socialist side, while religions joined the liber-
alist side.

However, while socialist and other secularist discourses have weakened their
influence, and secularist discourses also have lowered their influence in the lib-
eral side, religious discourses in terms of public policies are strengthening their
influence in the following two directions. As a worldwide trend, opposing rela-
tions between externally aggressive religious powers and pacifist religious pow-
ers are widely observed. The former groups are the exclusivist tendencies in
Islam and Christianity, and the religious-nationalist tendencies in Judaism and
Hinduism; while the latter powers include the conciliatory sectors of the
Roman Catholic Church and Islam, and most Buddhist organizations. If applied
to this structure, the State Shinto supporting power can be seen to be close to the
religious-nationalist tendencies of Judaism and Hinduism.

A different perspective can be taken for East Asia. In countries in East Asia,
an imperial nationalist tradition is deeply rooted whereby an emperor rules an
empire which includes the people’s spiritual dimension. Nationalism in this
case values the order governed by learned bureaucrats well versed in traditional
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and spiritual learning under an emperor who conducts state rites and respects
culture. Nationalism had been supported largely by Confucianist tradition
until the nineteenth century. But after the nineteenth century, western knowl-
edge exerted a stronger influence, while the influence of Confucianist scholar-
ship fell back. These nations had difficulty in rebuilding their nationalist dis-
courses to support modern nations.

In the case of Japan, the State Shinto discourse was developed rapidly with
influences from Shinto and Confucianism, and the Meiji Restoration was execut-
ed in the wake of this discourse. In this way, State Shinto attained its supremacy
in Japanese nationalism (Shimazono 2010). In China, as Marxism became the
support pillar of its nationalism, religious characteristics became hardly visible.
However, the tradition of rule by learned bureaucrats with an orthodox scholarly
education has continued and been strengthened. In the Korean peninsula, while
influenced by Marxism and Christianity, both North and South Koreans maintain
the influence of their nationalism by emphasizing their distinctiveness of ‘na-
tion.” Japan, which promoted the process of modernization under the banner
of State Shinto, can be a good example of religious nationalism, but it is ques-
tionable to define nationalism in China and the Koreas as religious nationalism.

The tradition of East Asian nationalism continues to exist in the 2010s, and
even appears to be gaining in strength. In the process of modernization, many
actors were involved, and their form of East Asiatic nationalism has come to
exert great influence together with western nationalism. It follows the tradition
of Imperial nationalism or the sacred imperial state system of the Axial Age civ-
ilization of East Asia while having the aspect of a modern nationalism of western
origin. Confucianism and Shinto are strongly related to it. The visualization of
religions in the public space in Japan can be seen as an example of a revitaliza-
tion of the Axial Age civilization, either from the aspect of the revival of State
Shinto, or the aspect of Buddhism as a public religion (Shimazono 2011). Reli-
gious revival and post-secularist trends are occurring in many places around
the world today, and the visualization of religions in the public space of Japan
today can be seen to be a common phenomenon in terms of the movements to
reactivate the civilizations of the Axial Age.

In Robert Bellah’s thesis ‘Religious Evolution’ in 1964, Japan’s Shinto is said
to maintain ancient elements from before the Axial Age. But if seen in terms of
the present situation in which State Shinto is being revived, various characteris-
tics of State Shinto in modern Japan rather need to be understood as Shinto
adapting itself to the Axial Age civilization of East Asia (Shimazono 2014). The
movement to revive Shinto in Japan has aspects similar to the revival of indige-
nous peoples’ cultures, but the revival of State Shinto should be seen rather as a
phenomenon closer to the revival of Axial Age civilization.
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Relations between religion, nation, and state systems in the Axial Age civi-
lizations are not uniform in Western, Islamic, South Asian, East Asian and other
civilizations. In order to have a better understanding of the religious situation in
Japan today, the perspective of comparative civilization studies must be mobi-
lized. Religious studies and comparative civilization studies have many overlap-
ping areas. Such aspects in religious studies should be reactivated.
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The Tactics of (In)Visibility among
Religious Communities in Contemporary
Europe

Abstract: Situated within the broader issue of why religion is now so publicly
visible within secular societies in recent decades is a more specific one about
the motivations and tactics of religious communities and groups in becoming
more or less open to wider scrutiny. The drivers that lead them to assert their
presence in the built environment and in open public spaces are intrinsic as
well as extrinsic. Religious actors have a degree of agency within the process,
with their own theological, social and cultural logic and reasons for adopting
particular tactics, however constrained they may be by external strategies of cit-
izenship and diversity management. Why do they invite strangers in, publicize
themselves, or engage actively with others in civil society? And why do some pur-
sue such tactics whilst others prefer to avoid the public gaze, and to operate be-
neath the radar? I draw on examples from recent research projects in global cit-
ies to examine these questions.

Keywords: Religious communities, visibility and invisibility, diversity, place-mak-
ing, identity politics, diaspora Hinduism, Europe, London

As scholars, we are prone to give attention to some concepts, debates, places and
issues more than others, and indeed to follow intellectual fads or areas of public
concern. ‘Visibility’ and ‘invisibility’ are concepts with currency and relevance
for the study of religion and indeed for all academic disciplines. But what be-
comes visible to us, as both scholars and members of society, and when and
why does it do so? Why do some things disappear from view? What don’t we no-
tice, and why? In the last century, for example, both ‘religion’ as a social con-
struction and the study of religion have been subject to processes of ‘visibiliza-
tion’, of becoming more or less visible (Diez de Velasco 2010).!

Situated within broader debates about identity politics and why religion is
now so publicly visible within secular societies is a more specific question

1 This paper was first given as a keynote lecture for the program on ‘Religious Communities:
Innovation and Adaptation’ at the XXI World Congress of the International Association for the
History of Religions, in August 2015. It was sponsored by the European Association for the
Study of Religions.
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about the motivations and tactics of religious communities in becoming more or
less open to wider scrutiny. What are the drivers that lead religious communities
and groups to assert their presence in the built environment and in open public
spaces? Why do they invite strangers in, publicize themselves, or engage actively
with others in civil society? Are such tactics (Certeau 1984; Woodhead 2013)
merely the consequence of effective state strategies of citizenship and diversity
management or is there more to it for the religious communities and groups in-
volved? And why do some pursue such tactics whilst others prefer to avoid the
public gaze, and to operate beneath the radar? The answers to these questions
are necessarily contextual — historically, geographically and politically. Different
spatial regimes ‘give rise to and regulate distinctions between the religious and
the secular, the public and the private, the visible and the invisible, and the na-
tive and the stranger’ (Vasquez, Knott 2014, 327). But religious communities and
groups also have a degree of agency within the process, with their own theolog-
ical, socio-political and cultural logics and reasons for adopting certain tactics,
however constrained.

It is this agency and the tactics devised in association with it, rather than
state and other public strategies to which religious communities are subject,
which will be the principal focus of this chapter. Following a brief consideration
of the late-modern ‘new visibility’ of religion, and a theoretical discussion of the
dynamics, power and drivers of (in)visibility, I will draw on examples from dia-
spora Hinduism to explore some of the tactics of visibilization. In a final section,
I will turn to recent research in the London borough of Southwark to consider the
rationale and choices made by religious communities to draw attention to them-
selves or to retreat from public examination.?

1 The new visibility: religion, culture, community

In 2008 Michael Hoelzl and Graham Ward (2008, 1) argued for a new visibility of
religion rather than its re-emergence. At odds with a range of theorists who had
over the years posited a ‘return of the sacred’, ‘re-enchantment’ or ‘re-emergence’
of religion from the private to the public sphere, they referred to ‘a new aware-

2 This research was conducted in association with the project, ‘Iconic Religion: How Imagina-
ries of Religious Encounter Structure Urban Space’, funded by HERA (12-HERA-JRP-CE-FP-224)
from 2013 to 2016. Researchers: Volkhard Krech and Susanne Lanwerd, Ruhr-University Bo-
chum, Germany, Birgit Meyer and Daan Beekers, University of Utrecht, the Netherlands, and
Kim Knott and Steph Berns at Lancaster University, UK. For an introduction to some of the
key concepts and issues, see Knott, Krech, Meyer 2016.
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ness’, whilst recognizing that what is now named or seen as ‘religion’ may in-
deed have changed. They accepted that ‘[wlith the new visibility of religion the-
sis, we will always be confronted with what actually counts as religion and who
is doing the counting’ (Hoelzl, Ward 2008, 3). In their edited book, Hoelzl and
Ward turned away from institutional religion and a sociological approach toward
an examination of cultural hermeneutics. However, in this chapter, the focus re-
mains on ‘religious communities’, which continue to offer complex challenges
for analyzing this ‘new visibility’.

Before I discuss these in more detail, it is important to note three arenas in
which religion more broadly has been prone to either erasure or enhanced atten-
tion as a result of the underpinning theoretical assumptions and practices of
late-modernity. They are simultaneously part of the same problem of (in)visibility
faced by contemporary religious communities in Europe, and also part of its ex-
planation. The first arena is the academic sector where, until the turn of the
twenty-first century, in modernizing disciplines — such as sociology, psychology,
anthropology and politics — secularizing discourses worked to limit, and in some
cases eclipse, religion and its study. The theoretical framework of secularization
dominated, premised in various iterations on the privatization and/or decline of
religion and the loss of its social significance (Dobbelaere 2004). The critique of
Theology, with its insider stance and confessional approach, and the rise of a
new discipline, variously referred to as Religionswissenschaft, the Science of Re-
ligion, Religious Studies or Comparative Religion, were an early part of this proc-
ess, and the dispute with Theology has continued both within and at the boun-
dary of the new discipline to this day (Cotter, Robertson 2016; Fitzgerald 2000;
McCutcheon 2003).

The second arena in which religion was occluded — before its renewed vis-
ibility — was in European state structures and discourses where ideological
and political secularism to a greater or lesser extent held sway, often in a formal
relationship with the state Church. Religion and religious communities have
been understood and governed within such a secularist milieu in which religion
— notably Christianity — was broadly confined to private rather than public life
and the affairs of state, with religion at times marginalized and managed, but
not fully erased (Berger, Davie, Fokas 2008). Since the 1980s, however, immigra-
tion and population change have increasingly impacted on national and Europe-
an law and policy-making, on equality, diversity and human rights, bringing
questions about religion, religious identities and communities back onto the
agenda.

Arising from this, the third arena is that of state strategies of diversity (var-
iously assimilation, multiculturalism, pillarization, integration and so on) and
their associated discourses and practices. Following race and ethnicity, religion
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has become the subject of such strategies, with religious communities, their pla-
ces, resources and representatives accommodated, distinguished and appropriat-
ed, for example, as social welfare providers, repositories of cultural heritage, or
as a route to electoral constituencies (Baumann 1999; Triandafyllidou et
al. 2012).

In the twentieth century, within academic disciplines and universities, and
within local and national structures and discourses, religions and their commun-
ities were subject to forces that made them more or less visible. And this has un-
doubtedly affected what we as scholars have studied and how our work has been
viewed within the academy and wider society. Nevertheless, following Hoelzl
and Ward, it is clear that religious communities, like religion and indeed non-re-
ligion (which I shall not address here for reasons of space), have become increas-
ingly visible in the European public sphere in the twenty-first century, not least
of all as a result of changes wrought by global migration. Something empirical,
on the ground, has changed, in addition to its mediation in discourse, the built
environment, and public policy. Social change, political strategizing, media rep-
resentation, and material and spatial processes have all contributed to this new
visibility.

As Gerd Baumann (1996, 1999) argued, the visibility of religious communi-
ties has been more a matter of public discourse — both dominant and demotic
— than social change. Social groups — ‘communities’ as they were known in Brit-
ish common parlance in the 1990s — could not be constructed, imagined or rep-
resented (by policy makers, academics, practitioners or by community represen-
tatives themselves) without reference to ‘culture’ (Baumann 1996). The very
concept of ‘community’ simultaneously enclosed and carried other concepts
with it — of ‘culture’, but also of ‘identity’ and ‘politics’. The repeated reference
to the term ‘community’ — Britain as ‘a community of communities’, for example
— brought with it the enhanced visibility of culture, especially religion (as in the
‘Sikh community’, ‘Muslim community’ and so on) (Knott 2004).

Those of us who researched such communities of culture in this period nec-
essarily contributed to the increased visibilization of religion.? In part as a reac-
tion to this by-product of academic focus, scholars of religion, like those in cog-
nate disciplines, turned from analysis of community and communities to other
approaches, notably to a focus on diversity, governmentality, and to the study
of discourses rather than groups and identities.

The scholarly move from ‘community’ to ‘diversity’ has in part been a reac-
tion to the difficulty of writing about groups without reifying issues of identity

3 See the critique in Ethnic and Racial Studies, Bhatt, Mukta 2000.
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and culture. The concept of ‘super-diversity’ (Vertovec 2007, 2015), not without
conceptual problems of its own, was developed in order to highlight the com-
plexity of identifications, in part breaking down the notion of groups defined
by a single identifier, but also challenging conceptions of social and cultural ho-
mogeneity within groups. Wessendorf (2014, 10), who has explored the idea of
‘commonplace diversity’, asks the question, ‘How to write about “groups”?’
She notes that we ‘risk taking cultural differences as a given and overlooking
the fluidity of cultural boundaries’ (Wessendorf 2014, 10). Like others who
favor the focus on diversity, she chooses to follow everyday interactions that
may unmake communities and cultures, in her case by focusing on common-
place diversity and people’s self-descriptions. Even Wessendorf, however, finds
it impossible to resist the term ‘ethnic background’ to signal a ‘shared past’.

There are several other ways in which the reification of communities of cul-
ture has been resisted. One has been to focus not on religions and religious com-
munities per se but on how they are governed and managed. Here, attention
turns to those external forces, policies and agents who construct, represent
and discipline them, such as government, the law, education, public bodies,
and media (Stack et al. 2015). In this approach, ‘they’ are produced, represented
and made visible as ‘religious communities’ by such forces, policies and agents.
A key problem here - I seek to address it later — is that of agency: ‘they’ are treat-
ed as entities to be worked on by others rather than as agents in their own right
(cf. Van der Veer 2015). A third approach has been to focus on discourses rather
than groups or institutions (Baumann 1996; Stringer 2013). In this approach, dis-
courses of culture and community, both dominant and demotic, as Gerd Bau-
mann suggested, are seen to emerge from and be drawn on by both religious
and nonreligious people and state and other public actors. It is in such discours-
es that communities of culture, including ‘religious communities’ get defined,
reified and made visible from both outside and inside.

Taken together these approaches have contributed significantly to a better
understanding of the processes by which ‘religious communities’ have been
forged and made visible, and resisted and critiqued as problematic social and
cultural constructions. In the remainder of this paper, however, I acknowledge
these constraints, but nevertheless work with the notion of ‘religious commun-
ities’ as self-identified communities of culture who organize as social groups
with common interests and who participate in acts of religious identity-construc-
tion and place-making. I do so in part to right the balance of the alternative ap-
proaches mentioned above (focused on diversity, governmentality and dis-
course), by looking more closely at the agency of minority religious actors in
response to the strategies of major state institutions, public bodies and the
media.
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Here I draw on the differentiation of strategies and tactics (Certeau 1984;
Woodhead 2013) in distinguishing those modes of power used by strategists,
who have ‘available time to plan, design, order, impose and reinforce’ (Wood-
head 2013, 15), and by contrast those drawn on by ‘the weak [who] are forced
to occupy the space which the powerful control, and to respond with lightening
reflex ... They have to make history in spaces and conditions which are not of
their own making, with tools and materials which are owned by others’ (Wood-
head 2013, 15). Of necessity, the latter must give way to those with power, but
need not evacuate those places controlled by them. They may find ways ‘to
enter them, to appropriate aspects of them, to turn them to new uses and to
gain some control over them’ (Woodhead 2013, 16). Employing the tactics of vis-
ibility is a key method of obtaining a measure of agency in an alien milieu, and -
in a limited way — of rebalancing power from the bottom up. But it is not without
its costs. As Saint-Blancat and Cancellieri (2014, 646) have suggested, ‘[t]he re-
quest for visibility implies a demand for social recognition which entails becom-
ing full actors who can display their own identity and specificity in public
space’. Bearing this in mind, it is important to consider the tactics of invisibility,
and of temporary as well as permanent incursions into public space.

The strategies imposed by others on minority religious communities and the
tactics deployed by them operate in several modes: discursive, spatial/material,
temporal and social. In discursive mode, people and things become (in)visible
through government policy, political rhetoric, media representations, and in
the discourses of religious and other community leaders. They are also per-
formed publicly, in political meetings, religious processions and local events.
Tactics and strategies also operate through the built and natural environments,
signage, mobile bodies, icons, artefacts and commodities — in spatial/material
mode. Here, as in discourse, tactics may compete with strategies of erasure, clo-
sure and demolition; they may also be employed by actors to conceal themselves
or their activities. In temporal mode, strategies and tactics of visibility may be
used to mark time in conjunction with calendars and life cycles. Furthermore,
it is not uncommon for religion and religious communities to be made invisible
in historical accounts or heritage re-enactments for strategic reasons. Finally,
there are multiple social practices whereby religious people and groups are in-
cluded or excluded, stigmatized or reified, invited to participate, enter or
share, and engaged or disengaged in various ways. These may be top-down,
with religious communities made invisible by exclusionary practices, for exam-
ple, or bottom up, with religious actors themselves behaving as gate-keepers,
hosts or agents of social change.
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2 Theorizing the (in)visibility of religious
communities

Why use the concept of (in)visibility to signal the presence or absence of reli-
gious communities in public life, and the powers that bring this about?

(In)visibility has become a dominant trope in late modernity because it is the
visual order that assaults us, and visual representations that are circulated and
discussed globally. Lefebvre, in The Production of Space (1974) referred to three
‘formants’ of the abstract space of modernity, the principal one being the visual.
In that formant, in which the facade or visual surface was taken to be ‘the truth
of space’ (Dimendberg 1998, 25), the image stands in for reality, the part for the
whole. Furthermore, the ‘visible’ and ‘visibility’ have become metaphors for what
can be apprehended, perceived; and of all that is present to the senses. Not that
the other senses are irrelevant for the presence of religion in public life: audibil-
ity and the regulation of soundscapes, for example, have been important in Eu-
ropean debates about minarets, and in permission to congregate and hold festi-
vals in public. But, as Donna Haraway (1997) among others asserts, it is the
visual that dominates. She takes this further, however, by asking, ‘In a world re-
plete with images and representations, whom can we not see or grasp, and what
are the consequences of such selective blindness ... How is visibility possible?
For whom, by whom, and of whom?’ (Haraway 1997, 202). Her words get to
the heart of the politics of (in)visibility. They open up the concept beyond the bi-
nary of the visible/invisible.

Drawing on two further concepts — of presence and attention — it is possible
to identify four states: the visible [A], non-visible [B], (in)visible [C] and invisible
[D].

Attention drawn Attention not drawn
Present (available to the senses) A: Visible B: Non-visible
Absent (not available to the senses) C: (In)visible D: Invisible

Fig. 1: (In)visibility: Four States

In cell A, we find that which is perceivable, available to the senses, and to which
attention has been drawn in some way or another, whether in discourse or prac-
tice, and whether strategically by government or the law, or tactically by local
actors. David Garbin (2012) alerts us to the case of Fanfare Kimbanguiste, a
young Congolese diasporan marching band whose disciplined musical perform-
ance in London’s Lord Mayor’s Parade challenged assumptions about the culture
and etiquette of young British black people (commonly associated with gangs,
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hip hop and criminality). They drew attention to themselves through the public
nature of their performance, their self-confident black Congolese Kimbanguist
identity, and their counter-tactics of visibility.

Cell B includes that which is available to be seen but to which attention has
not been drawn, the non-visible. Formally present, but rarely attended to by
passers-by, are the multi-faith rooms that are now commonplace in many osten-
sibly secular institutions and public places, from hospitals and universities, to
shopping malls, airports and even football grounds (Crompton 2013). As Cromp-
ton notes, they are often mundane rather than sacred spaces, there but somehow
not there, often empty, devoid of elaboration and constructed of banal materials.
For users of such spaces (for prayer or quiet meditation), their presence is of
functional importance; yet they are barely noticed by non-users.

Some people, things, places and events are absent, but attention is neverthe-
less drawn to them: cell C, the (in)visible. They are not invisible because, as pass-
ers-by, we are repeatedly reminded of their absence. Crosshones graveyard, in
the London Borough of Southwark (to which I will return later in the paper) is
a case in point (Berns 2016a; Knott 2015). Although there was once a visible pau-
pers’ graveyard on Redcross Way in Southwark, since the mid-nineteenth centu-
ry it has been closed to burials. For most of the twentieth century it has indeed
been invisible: just waste ground owned by the company, London Transport,
with no overt signs or features to declare its past purpose. During an archaeolog-
ical excavation triggered by the company’s desire to develop the land, bodies
were exhumed and the history of the site made known. Although the graveyard
was on private land, a small group of local people memorialized it through story
and ritual, repeatedly drawing attention to its history, purpose and symbolic
meaning by tying tokens to the external gate. A memorial plaque was establish-
ed, vigils held, and a website set up (Crossbones 2016). The ‘outcast dead’ were
remembered though there was very little evidence above ground of their pres-
ence.

If the graveyard on Redcross Way is an example of an (in)visible site, nearby
Southwark Towers exemplifies invisibility. Built in 1975, when it was pulled down
in 2008 Southwark Towers had the status of being the tallest London building
ever to be demolished. In the foothills of the highly visible and now infamous
Shard (the Shard.com 2016), it is now gone and forgotten, leaving no trace
and barely a memory.

Together with the four modes I mentioned earlier, these states — the visible,
non-visible, (in)visible and invisible — in which people, places and things are
present or absent, revealed or obscured — help to open up the process of strate-
gic or tactical (in)visibilization in which religious communities play a part as the
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objects of policy, discourse or official practice or as agents in place-making,
identity politics and local and national debate and activism.

However, as Bal and Hernandez-Navarro (2011) note, in Art and Visibility in
Migratory Cultures, it is also important to consider the dynamics of these states:
things or groups become visible or invisible. (In)visibility is not a static condi-
tion. What are the processes by which this happens? When and why is the
non-visible (that which is self-evident) disrupted or called to attention? What
are the conditions by which things become visible: Is it important that space
is made for disagreement or contestation, for example? Bal, Hernandez-Navarro
and colleagues discuss the role of art in opening up the possibility of increasing
the visibility of migrants, suggesting that assemblages of artworks themselves
constitute provisional ‘communities’ which may allow migrants, legal or illegal,
to acquire a status and stake a claim as full participants. But the move from non-
visibility or (in)visibility to visibility may come at the price of increased suspi-
cion or even hyper-visibility.

In Missing Bodies, Casper and Moore (2009) ask: ‘What can account for the
fact that certain bodies are hyper-exposed, brightly visible, and magnified whilst
others are hidden, missing, and vanished?’ European Muslims, for example, are
identified, indeed defined by key visible markers. Nadia Jeldtoft (2013), writing
on the ‘hypervisibility of Islam’, cites dress, religious practice, ethnicity and
piety — but notes also how young Muslims themselves as well as external agen-
cies such as the media have a hand in this process. Getting noticed by peers, but
also by outsiders, is a sign that one has successfully produced a space, made a
public statement, staked a claim, begun a process of self-authorization which
may lead to one gaining legitimacy. Of course, it may also lead to increased sur-
veillance, hardening of boundaries and conflict. This is just what happened in
the case of ‘the inclusive mosque initiative’ at St John’s Waterloo, an Anglican
church in London’s Southwark, in March 2015 when Canon Goddard allowed a
Muslim woman, Dr Amina Wadud, to lead Islamic prayers in his Church (for
which he was later made to apologize publicly) (Pocklington 2015). The hypervi-
sibility of Islam — further enhanced with reference to Muslim women - drew at-
tention to an otherwise non-visible church. An ‘other space’ (Foucault 1968; Soja
1996), however temporary, was produced, a claim was staked, but the cost was
increased surveillance, and the policing of boundaries.

Some bodies and communities are hypervisible, but other are just ‘missing’.
In 1993, Judith Butler asked why some bodies matter whilst others do not. Matter,
wrote Butler (1993, 3) is ‘a process of materialization that stabilizes over time to
produce the effect of boundary, fixity and surface’. Missing bodies, by extrapo-
lation, must be those that, for whatever reason, have yet to produce or generate
such an effect, either because they have not sought or been afforded such mate-
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rial stabilization or because they have been prohibited from achieving it. They

remain hidden, missing or vanished.

Materialization and indeed representation, giving shape and substance to
entities, are socio-cultural processes which build on the embodied cognitive pro-
pensity of humans to order and distinguish things on the basis of pre-conceptual
structures. In their discussion of these structures or ‘image schemas’, the cogni-
tive philosophers Lakoff (1987) and Johnson (1987) gave particular attention to
what they called the ‘CONTAINER image schema’. The representational charac-
teristics of (in)visibility — both linguistic and imagistic — are associated with
the pre-conceptual structure CONTAINER and its entailments (containment).
Things that are visible are distinguished from others that are not visible, with
the latter being covered or masked from view. It is not that they are not present,
just that they are not visible. As Butler (1993, 3) notes of materialization, an effect
is brought about of ‘boundary, fixity and surface’: all conceptions associated
with containment. Prepositions associated with (in)visibility include out, on, be-
fore, open, closed, inside, within, behind, under, as in phrases such as ‘on show’,
‘coming out’, ‘standing out’, ‘before our very eyes’, ‘staring us in the face’, ‘on the
agenda’, but also ‘hard to reach’, ‘behind closed doors’, ‘under the radar’. Often
using metaphors of theatre and performance, but also security and surveillance,
in the language of (in)visibility reference is made to things being highlighted, in
the limelight, in the public gaze, but also camouflaged, masked or disguised,
hidden, disclosed or uncovered.

Mark Johnson, in The Body in the Mind (1987), lists the entailments of con-
tainment, and the experience we get when something becomes bounded and sta-
bilized, and its location becomes fixed in relation to that which surrounds it or
abuts it. The entailments are related, with the fourth being especially significant
for analyzing the process of (in)visibilization:

—  The experience of containment typically involves protection from, or resist-
ance to, external forces.

— Containment also limits and restricts forces within the container.

- Because of this restraint of forces, the contained object gets a relative fixity
of location.

- This relative fixing of location within the container means that the contained
object becomes either accessible or inaccessible to the view of an observer. It
is either held so that it can be observed, or the container itself blocks or
hides the object from view.

- Finally we experience transitivity of containment. If B is in A, then whatever
is in B is also in A. (Johnson 1987, 22-23)
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Religions and religious communities, like other cultural closures and social col-
lectivities, are commonly described and understood in terms of containment: re-
ferred to as having boundaries which are more or less closed, and which may
obscure those people, things, practices, beliefs and so on within the container
from those outside it.

(In)visibility is an entailment of the (pre)conceptual process by which peo-
ple routinely imagine, represent and differentiate religions and religious com-
munities, as well as other groups, things and places. However, an important sec-
ond step, with reference to any specific case, is then to establish the conditions
or forces that lead to those things in question being open to observation or
blocked from view. Context notwithstanding, a range of external (or extrinsic)
drivers that govern the (in)visibility of religious communities in public space
need to be borne in mind. These are discussed by Vasquez and Knott (2014) in
their elaboration of religious place-making in different ‘spatial regimes’ in Lon-
don, Johannesburg and Kuala Lumpur, and include the following: consideration
of the historical period in question, the type of nation state and postcolonial re-
gime, but also any local particularities; majority/minority relations and privileg-
es, including those pertaining to the national church or other majority religion;
the political and legal arrangements regarding religion and its public presence;
patterns of migration, stages and places of settlement, and relations between
communities; and the attendant opportunities that arise for religious place-mak-
ing and public expression.

These extrinsic drivers are themselves interwoven and complex, not least in
terms of gender, race and class, and they generate ambiguity and anxiety. In Eu-
rope, there is a tension on the one hand between the desire for minority religious
communities to participate actively, to be out there in public and on display, for
them to provide services to fill welfare gaps, and to be integrated into the wider
social whole (visible and useful, but nevertheless commodified), and, on the
other, for them to be undemanding, unproblematic and unthreatening (invisible
but nevertheless contained and secured). Being quiet, moderate, liberal, and ad-
justing appropriately to current political agendas, e.g. on equality and diversity,
are requirements; religious communities that insist on singing to the tune of
other authorities, divine or human, are more of a problem in a secular polity.

But what is also clear is that religious communities contest the right to rep-
resentation within the public spaces they inhabit, and this includes the right to
be more or less visible.
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3 Diaspora Hinduism and the tactics
of (in)visibility

I turn to the case of diaspora Hinduism in Europe and the US to illustrate this
claim. Research since the 1970s has revealed several key processes in which Hin-
dus in various local and national settings and at different stages of their settle-
ment have sought, at times, to minimize their visibility (to be less different)
(Knott 2009). They have done so (i) by stressing areas of common interest with
other religious groups, (ii) by de-emphasizing vernacular aspects and represent-
ing a standardized form of Hindu belief and practice, (iii) by claiming the moral
high ground (shared with liberalism) of ‘tolerance’, (iv) by engaging in an ‘ecu-
menical strategy of adaptation’ (Williams 1996, 166), and (v) by participating
with others in local interfaith initiatives.

At other times and places, tactics of visibility have been deployed. Prema
Kurien (2012, 100), with several highly public disputes in American Hinduism
in mind, noted that latterly Hindu lay leaders have ‘spoken up against what
they felt were fundamental misrepresentations of Hinduism within American so-
ciety: Hindu conceptions of the divine, the nature of the caste system and the
position of women in Hindu society’. They have contested what they saw as un-
fair or misplaced visibility. Furthermore, in a heated culture war between schol-
ars ‘historicizing Hinduism’ and American Hindus ‘defending Dharma’ (Sippy
2012, 15), ‘diaspora community organizations have asserted a right to protect
what they perceived as their authentic tradition in public contexts’. Enhanced
visibility through public contestation over how Hinduism should be interpreted
can be added to other examples in which Hindus have challenged their margin-
alization vis-a-vis the hyper-representation of Muslims and Islam (Knott 2009;
Zavos et al. 2012). More commonly, Hindus have simply asserted their presence
in the urban environment by building traditional style temples, adding elaborate
facades to existing buildings (Reddy, Zavos 2010), and by taking their rituals out
onto the streets (Jacobsen 2008). In these examples, visibilization has operated
in different modes according to time and place, but favoring discursive and spa-
tial/material modes.

Whilst such interventions have undoubtedly been invoked in part in reaction
to those extrinsic local, national and global conditions, forces and strategies list-
ed earlier, they provide evidence of the range of efforts made by Hindus to draw
attention toward or away from themselves in relation to their surroundings, to
make themselves more or less visible. The tactics they chose no doubt depended
on their confidence to speak or stand out (in turn related to such things as length
of settlement, status, rights, community size and so on), on what motivated them
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(theological or political drivers), and on what they believed they had to lose or
gain. As Vertovec argued when writing about the Hindu diaspora (2000, 106),
Hindus, like other religious and ethnic communities, participate in ‘vis-a-vis’
identity politics in which it is not just their own situation and visibility they
must bear in mind, but how they are faring in relation to others (for example,
in respect of public funding, public representation, media portrayals, policy ini-
tiatives, schools and educational provision, and so on).

And all the time this is going on at the level of leadership and public life,
other tactics are being deployed within communities in which classes or interest
groups advance or retreat from view as they either struggle for power or seek to
draw attention away from themselves. In all these instances, public or otherwise,
communities and their members — in this case Hindus — face the consequences
of being represented and representing themselves as a ‘Hindu community’ (Knott
2009). In so doing they may to some degree be protected from external forces,
but they may also be limited or constrained in how they may act within their
own ‘community’.

4 Religious tactics and (in)visibility in the
London borough of Southwark

Internal theological as well as socio-political factors impact on the tactics de-
ployed by religious groups. By ‘theological’ I refer to the group’s internal vision
of ‘the good’, of how members believe it should be lived, and what they do to
flourish, as a community and as persons. Factors, such as how the group under-
stands human/divine relationships, its moral code and teachings, and how it
sees its place in the world and beyond, are embodied and represented in differ-
ing ways by individual members, but are also packaged by the group for external
use and drawn on in negotiations for public visibility with outsiders, including
authorities and neighbors. Too often this perspective and motivation for action is
lost in a welter of socio-political explanations for public visibility. But living
within European societies that are normatively secular (including those with a
state church), religious groups routinely produce ‘other spaces’ (Foucault
1986; Soja 1996), alternative theological representations of their own community,
of others and the world around them which they display in diverse ways. They
imagine and construct cosmic and utopian places (Tweed 2006). They are also
habitually motivated to sacralize, through ritual, to make new places and
adapt existing ones (Knott 2016).
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Some groups are motivated to erect sacred boundaries, to separate them-
selves off from the external world, to fix their location, and obscure their internal
affairs from the gaze of outsiders (cf. Johnson 1987). Others, however, routinely
open themselves up to outsiders, inviting others in but also getting out and
about. They proceed to sacralize public space, to spread the word and deed to
others. They seek through mission to exceed the bounds of their containment.
More than three decades ago, Roy Wallis (1984) provided scholars with a useful
typology for addressing this difference. He distinguished between new religious
movements on the basis of their orientation to the world around them, identify-
ing those that were world rejecting, world affirming, or simply world accommo-
dating. Other historians, geographers and sociologists of religion, in modelling
how religious groups respond to outsiders, have contributed to the construction
of religions by distinguishing them as more open or closed, or as more ‘world’
than ‘ethnic’ (e. g. Cotter, Robertson 2016; Fitzgerald 2000; Stump 2008).

In order to investigate further why and how religious communities pursue
various tactics of (in)visibility, I turn finally to the London borough of South-
wark, the locality at the center of research conducted by the London team as
part of the ‘Iconic Religion’ project (Iconic Religion 2016). The purpose here is
not to discuss the tactics of any particular religious community in depth, but
to illustrate the idea that group tactics are devised and enacted in a local field
of interconnections (simultaneously religious, spatial, material, social, political
and economic). In this short analysis, I will refer back to the modes and states
of (in)visibility set out earlier.

In the hinterland of London’s dominant secular ‘icorn’, the Shard, is South-
wark Cathedral (for images, see Iconic Religion 2016; Lanwerd 2016). In the
twelfth century, the church of an Augustinian priory occupied the site, which
later became the Anglican parish church of St Saviour’s, and — from 1905 —
the Cathedral and mother church of the Diocese of Southwark (Southwark Cathe-
dral 2016). At street level, the Cathedral is hard to discern, drowned out in a local
built environment which includes not only the Shard but London Bridge Station,
an over-powering railway viaduct and Borough Market (Knott 2015). Present but
often unnoticed, like many other churches in the contemporary European urban
landscape, to most passers-by it is ‘non-visible’ (available to the senses but with
no attention drawn to it). But get closer and it becomes clear that Cathedral cler-
gy and staff have sought to counteract this everyday erasure. Its courtyard and
graveyard offer a place to sit, away from the bustle of local streets and are
used by visitors who consume food bought in the Cathedral café or nearby mar-
ket; the Cathedral’s doors are always open, with tourists encouraged to enter and
enjoy the peace, but also the heritage of one of London’s oldest surviving Chris-
tian places. But, despite the fact that it is dwarfed by the Shard and masked by
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other local structures, within the religious field of Southwark the Cathedral nev-
ertheless remains a seat of power. As mother church of the Diocese, it has Chris-
tian status and legitimacy, and the right to make and remake the parish and be-
yond. Furthermore, it draws on this power to contain, connect, mobilize and at
times authorize other religious and spiritual bodies within its boundary (Knott
2015). Exploiting temporal, spatial and social modes of visibility, its festivals
and processions — including the annual civic service in which Cathedral clergy
bless the market and its food, beating the bounds on Ascension Day, the ecu-
menical walk of witness at Easter, and various interfaith initiatives — are all
means by which the Cathedral extends its local reach, links with others, and visi-
bly displays its symbolic and ritual power and religious status (Berns 2016b).*

South of the Cathedral, in an area associated in the public imagination with
the life and work of the author, Charles Dickens, is the Baitul Aziz Islamic Cul-
tural Centre. Purpose built, distinctive and stylistically set apart from the dismal
vernacular housing blocks around it, the mosque is at an angle to the road to
allow praying Muslims to face Mecca (Baitul Aziz 2016). It has been designed
to be clearly visible (in spatial/material mode) and to represent a community
which has established itself and grown out of an earlier accommodation not
fit for purpose (in the basement of a shop). Yet, its outward visibility belies
the reality of a community that goes about its regular business without generally
engaging with others (Knott 2015). Public attention is generally not sought. En-
closed by railings, the mosque is hard to enter without invitation (other mosques
in the area — in recycled buildings — have entrances which open onto the street).
In architectural terms, it is visible, but not easily accessible.

However, in 2013, sometime after local Muslims had obtained permission to
further extend their site to build more facilities, an archaeological investigation
was scheduled.’ Seeing this as a unique opportunity for minority community en-
gagement, Pre-Construct Archaeology (the company hired for the excavation
work) formed a partnership with the mosque which led to local Muslim volun-
teers being trained to assist in digging the site. Roman burials, wells, ceramics
and animal skeletons were all found during the excavation. According to a
local community website (London SE1 2013), ‘[tlhe mosque hope[d] to use the
archaeological dig to forge new links with its neighbours and demonstrate
that it is a centre of learning and welcome’. After the digging was completed,

4 ‘Beating the Bounds’ is a custom dating back to the Anglo-Saxon period in England in which
clergy and parishioners walk the boundaries of the parish to mark and show the extent of parish
jurisdiction.

5 In the city of London an archaeology excavation is required by law in association with a suc-
cessful application for building planning and development.
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an Open Day was held in January 2014, with local people (Muslims and non-Mus-
lims) able to view the finds and hear more about the mosque and the Islamic
community. With a second Open Day in May, the community of Baitul Aziz dem-
onstrated a desire to become more visible and open to people in the local neigh-
borhood, by making accessible what is normally hidden from view.

Not far from the Cathedral and mosque, and overlooked by the local Roman
Catholic Church of the Most Precious Blood, is Crossbones graveyard. As I indi-
cated earlier, the graveyard itself was invisible for much of the twentieth century:
absent from view in waste land belonging to London Transport, with no evidence
remaining above ground of having been a paupers’ graveyard from the medieval
period to the late nineteenth century. The land lay vacant for nearly a century.
Then, in the 1990s, London Transport planned to build an electricity sub-station
for the London underground Jubilee Line extension. Prior to the work, Museum
of London archaeologists conducted a partial excavation (see footnote 5), remov-
ing some 150 skeletons, the majority belonging to women, children and the un-
born. By the archaeologists’ own estimate, these represented, ‘less than 1% of
the total number of burials that were made at this site’, with many of the
dead thought to have been prostitutes (Crossbones 2016; Berns 2016a). Since
then local people, including playwright and ritual practitioner John Constable,
also known as John Crow, have sacralized the site, drawing on a variety of spi-
ritual traditions, with London Transport’s own gate the focal point for regular
vigils and offerings for the ‘outcast dead’ (Hausner 2016). A loose community
has developed over the years, with many visitors attending the site, some adding
to its public visibility with mementos of their own and others just marking its
importance by their presence (Iconic Religion 2016; Crosshones 2016). Cross-
bones has visibly materialized, from waste land on what was once a graveyard,
into a public garden, with its boundary and surface area now fixed, negotiated
and worked by local people (Berns 2016a).

Furthermore, Crosshones has now been recognized and authorized as a stop-
ping point on the Christian processions that take place in the parish (Berns
2016b): in 2015, Crossbones’ ‘outcast dead’ were blessed, and its unconsecrated
ground dedicated by the Dean of Southwark. It is the Anglican Cathedral and its
clergy who organize these regular ecumenical events, but everyone — irrespective
of denomination — participates in carrying the Cross at Easter or palm crosses on
Palm Sunday, reading and reciting prayers, beating the bounds of the parish,
making Christianity visible to a wider public, reinforcing ecumenical bonds,
and mapping Christian Southwark in the process. Christian conceptions of the
importance for all disciples of remembering Christ’s suffering on the Cross, of
Christian witness and of ecumenical partnership are important intrinsic drivers
of visibility for this local community.
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The struggle involved in striving for visibility was illustrated in the words of
one Christian woman at the time of another public ritual, the blessing of the river
Thames, when members of the Cathedral and the Church of St Magnus the Mar-
tyr on the north side of the river meet in the middle of London Bridge:

It’s brilliant that in a city like this, and in such a secular age that we live [in], we meet on
the bridge and we are all very visible. All the clergy there with their robes flowing, full re-
galia, the Bishop comes, everything. It’s a real chance to be seen and [to be] visible as
Christians. That’s not so easy these days, to be visible as Christians in London. And it’s
not so easy to stand up and say, ’Actually, I am a Christian’... So I really enjoy it for
that, because you are able to give witness to what you believe in and to what you say
you believe in and other people can see it.° (Steward, Southwark Cathedral)

Her words reflect not only the theological reasoning behind the need for public
visibility, but the extrinsic forces that must be engaged and overcome, in this
case arising from the normative secular context in which Christians in the UK
— even more than other religious communities — have felt erased and marginal-
ized.

5 Conclusion

Although I have drawn attention to some of the intrinsic drivers and tactics by
which religious communities have sought to overcome such constraints, to
find measured ways of making themselves more visible and to open themselves
up to outsiders, all such initiatives in the end result from the engagement of in-
trinsic and extrinsic factors. Moreover, what a focus on religious communities, as
actors who pursue tactics of (in)visibility on the basis of their theological, social
and political interests, has left largely unexplored is the way in which the modes
of visibility they employ — whether discursive, spatial/material, temporal or so-
cial — may themselves contribute to the closure or disclosure, invisibility or vis-
ibility, and the silencing or erasure of other voices or interests (cf. Beekers, Tami-
mi Arab 2016). This must be the focus of another paper.

Also neglected are the effects of (in)visibility. What is communicated to ob-
servers when something is made visible? Is it what the actors intended to com-
municate? What effect does visibility have on outsiders and onlookers? Does it
draw them closer, make them less ignorant or unaware? Who is benefitted by

6 Interview conducted in January 2015 by Steph Berns in conjunction with the ‘Iconic Religion’
project.
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such a process? Are agents of the state, local authorities and policymakers better
served if religious communities become more visible and accessible? And what is
going on when a religious group recedes from view? Is it just in decline, or does
its increasing invisibility denote a problem? Does it become more dangerous, a
potential threat, or is it just a question of ‘out of sight, out of mind’?

In general, however, religious communities do not simply disappear or die
out when they are excluded or denied public space or attention. Yes, they turn
inward and attend to their own internal business, but some at least look for
the right time and place to open their doors and reassert their interests. And
there is a lesson here for all strategists who deny or seek to erase others. Outcasts
may go underground, even quite literally. But they may well discover renewed
vigor to practice and share their beliefs in private or under the duress of prohib-
ition, until it again becomes safe to emerge and deploy the tactics of visibility.
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Religion Intersecting De-nationalization
and Re-nationalization in Post-Apartheid
South Africa

Abstract: What role has religion played in the post-apartheid transition to de-
mocracy and how will it be deployed in the period after 2014, the 20" anniver-
sary of South African democracy? This is the question that shapes this essay. Re-
cent research has analyzed the political and economic dimensions of ‘the South
African crisis’, arguing that this current moment in our democratic transition is
shaped by simultaneous processes of de-nationalization and re-nationalization.
However, while this research hints at the role of religion within these processes,
there is no sustained and in-depth analysis of how religion inhabits both the
processes of de-nationalization and the processes of re-nationalization. The
essay is framed by the period 1994 - 2015, but focuses on a pivotal moment with-
in these dual processes. When Thabo Mbeki, then President of South Africa, de-
livered the 4™ Annual Nelson Mandela Lecture in July 2006 the Bible was his
central source. Mbeki used the Bible, alongside a number of other literary and
political sources, to present a religious argument for both de-nationalization
and re-nationalization. Given that Mbeki’s public pronouncements prior to this
on religion in general and the Bible in particular had tended to be rather dismis-
sive, this turn is significant, indicating a deliberate and strategic use of the Bible
and religion. The essay analyzes this moment, locating it within a trajectory that
was set in motion by Nelson Mandela, given clarity by Mbeki, and has been con-
tinued by Jacob Zuma (and other political figures and policies).

Keywords: Apartheid, Bible, Mandela, Mbeki, re-nationalisation, de-nationalisa-
tion, economics, morality

1 Introduction

Since its arrival in Southern Africa, the Bible has been a site of struggle, though
often in more complex ways than most post-colonial analysis has acknowledged
(West 2016). This chapter reiterates some of that history but focuses on the period
after political liberation, from 1994 to the present, examining the place of the
Bible in the South African public realm more than two decades after liberation.
In particular, this chapter examines the re-emergence of the Bible in the context
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of shifts in South African macro-economic policy, with the Bible playing a signif-
icant though unlikely role.

The history of South Africa over the past three and half centuries has been ‘a
history of inequality’, as coined by Sampie Terreblanche in his economic analy-
sis of South Africa from 1652-2002 (Terreblanche 2002). Terreblanche provides a
detailed account of the systemic relationship between power, land, and labor in
South Africa. He identifies a number of successive systemic periods in South Af-
rican history, beginning with ‘the mercantilistic and feudal system institutional-
ised by Dutch colonialism during the second half of the 17" and most of the 18"
century (1652-1795) (Terreblanche 2002, 14). This was followed by the system of
British colonial and racial capitalism (1795 -1890) and a related system of British
colonial and mineral capitalism (1890 —1948) (Terreblanche 2002, 15). Unfree
labor patterns were intensified when the Afrikaner-oriented National Party
won the general election of 1948, and although it ‘did not drastically transform
the economic system of racial capitalism institutionalised by the English estab-
lishment, it used its political and ideological power to institutionalise a new ver-
sion of it’ (Terreblanche 2002, 15). ‘Since 1990’, continues Terreblanche, ‘we have
experienced a transition from the politico-economic system of white political
domination and racial capitalism to a new system of democratic capitalism’ (Ter-
reblanche 2002, 15). South Africa’s economic system has moved, Terreblanche ar-
gues, ‘over the past 30 years from one of colonial and racial capitalism to a neo-
liberal, first-world, capitalist enclave that is disengaging itself from a large part
of the black labour force’ (Terreblanche 2002, 422). This transformation, though it
has ‘coincided with the introduction of a system of representative democracy
which is effectively controlled by a black, predominantly African, elite’, still ex-
hibits ‘an ominous systemic character’ (Terreblanche 2002, 422-423).

If, as Margaret Legum has argued, ‘It doesn’t have to be like this!” (the title of
her book on alternatives to the Washington Consensus) (Legum 2002), how then
has South Africa’s socialist-leaning liberation struggle brought us to this socio-
economic state? Strangely, the Bible has had something to do with this shift.

The long association of nineteenth century mission and colonialism with
capitalism is well documented. While the primary objective of the missionaries
who came to Southern Africa from the late 1700s was to awaken the dormant in-
tellect of the African through the direct power of ‘the Word’ (Comaroff, Comaroff
1991, 230), Africans were always more interested in the other items the mission-
aries brought with them, including items such as guns, tobacco, and candles, but
most of all access to the chain of trade (and later the potential of protection) the
missionaries provided between the interior and the emerging European colony
on the coast (West 2004). Given only muted African interest in the Word, mis-
sionaries were forced ‘to take a more circuitous route via the laborious reform
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of habit’ (Comaroff, Comaroff 1991, 230). In the words of the Rev. John Philip, the
London Missionary Society Superintendent at the Cape in the early 1800s:

The elevation of a people from a state of barbarism to a high pitch of civilization supposes a
revolution in the habits of that people, which it requires much time, and the operation of
many causes to effect. By the preaching of the gospel, individuals ... may be suddenly ele-
vated to a surprising height in the scale of improvement, and the influence of such a per-
son, on a savage tribe, must be great; but those on whom the power of divine truth operates
in a direct manner, bear but a small proportion to the numbers who are only the subjects of
an indirect or reflected influence. ... [The] mass of people ... are but slightly affected with
divine truth (Comaroff, Comaroff 1991, 230, citing Philip 1828, 2, 355).

Because of this conviction concerning the need to revolutionize the habits of Af-
ricans, missionaries were particular about performing ‘the mundane signs and
practices of European modernity’, accompanied by preaching and praying, con-
versation and exhortation, in the firm hope that the childlike Africans would not
only learn by imitation (following Ephesians 5:1) but also benefit from the tem-
poral benefits of civilization (Comaroff, Comaroff 1997, 120). Hard work and the
material benefits that it produced were central to the missionary vision; ‘com-
merce’ was an alternative and antidote to both slavery and primitive African
communism (Comaroff, Comaroff 1991, 79 — 80), and the missionaries were deter-
mined to save the African from both. For the missionary the political economy
was a form of ‘secular theology’ (Comaroff, Comaroff 1997, 167), and so the mis-
sionaries set out to establish economic reform with religious zeal, persuading
with word and deed the Africans ‘to accept the currency of salvation, a task in-
volving the introduction, along with the gospel, of market exchange, wage work,
sometimes even a specially minted coinage’ (Comaroff, Comaroff 1997, 168).
This transformation of the African economy did not always proceed as plan-
ned, nor did it always match the imagination of the missionaries, but over the
course of the nineteenth century, the majority of Southern Africans were
‘drawn into the net cast by the commodity form: all came to partake of relations
and transactions involving money and manufactures, whether as wage earners,
as consumers, as the sellers of produce, as taxpayers’ (Comaroff, Comaroff 1997,
216). And the Bible, as we have witnessed, played a part in this alteration.

2 De-nationalization and re-nationalization

How ironically fitting then that after more than a century and a half of racial cap-
italism, the first macro-economic policy of a liberated South Africa, the Recon-
struction and Development Programme (RDP), should be declared to have an ‘al-
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most biblical character’ by the then Deputy President Thabo Mbeki (Mbeki 1995,
1.

The RDP originally emanated from the Congress of South African Trade Un-
ions (COSATU), and particularly its most powerful affiliate, the National Union of
Mineworkers (NUM), and was envisaged as ‘a set of socio-economic benchmarks
against which the performance of a new democratically elected government
would be judged’ (Terreblanche 2002, 108). Driven by COSATU, many members
of the democratic movement made contributions, including the African National
Congress, though the bulk of the work was done by members of the Mass Dem-
ocratic Movement (MDM) (Terreblanche 2002, 108).

The RDP stated that ‘the democratic government must play a leading and en-
abling role in guiding the economy and the market towards reconstruction and
development’ (cited in Terreblanche 2002, 108), and warned that policies con-
centrating primarily on promoting economic growth ‘would accentuate existing
inequalities, perpetuate mass poverty, and soon stifle economic growth’ (Terre-
blanche 2002, 108). Thus the government was tasked with actively integrating
economic growth with economic reconstruction and social development, being
ever mindful of the distortions and injustices that had become endemic during
racial capitalism and white political domination (Terreblanche 2002, 108 —109).

Swept to power in the 1994 election, with the RDP as its election manifesto,
the ANC and its national President Nelson Mandela declared the RDP to be ‘the
cornerstone on which the ... GNU (Government of National Unity) is based’, and
‘the centerpiece of its socio-economic policy’ (cited in Terreblanche 2002, 109).
As Sampie Terreblanche argues, ‘[i]ts symbolic importance and consensus it cre-
ated cannot be overemphasised, because it formed an important part of the na-
tion-building and healing process after centuries of deep divisions and conflict’
(Terreblanche 2002, 109). The RDP provided a ‘bold new social democratic vi-
sion’, based on a state which would take the lead in promoting major structural
adjustment toward a high-wage, high-productivity economy, while at the same
time providing ‘basic welfare rights’, including ‘the right to basic needs such
as shelter, food, health care, work opportunities, income security and all those
aspects that promote the physical, social and emotional wellbeing of all people
in our country, with special provision made for those who are unable to provide
for themselves because of special problems’ (cited in Seekings, Nattrass 2006,
347).

What, then, did Thabo Mbeki mean when he said in 1995 that the RDP had
an ‘almost biblical character’? Mbeki acknowledges that the RDP had ‘establish-
ed a unique national consensus on the need for prosperity, democracy, human
development and the removal of poverty’. ‘However’, he goes on to say, ‘despite
its almost biblical character, the RDP Base Document did not provide us with all
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the answers’. This is because, he continues, ‘[w]e have always known that its
many many priorities and programmes need to be distilled into a series of real-
istic steps, guided by a long term vision and our resource constraints’ (Mbeki
1995, 1). What Mbeki seems to be saying here is that the prophetic vision of
the RDP, like the prophetic vision of the Bible, is not really realistic.

Within two years of its adoption, the RDP was replaced, with almost no con-
sultation — and consultation had been the hallmark of alliance liberation politics
up to this point — by a new, pro-capitalist, macro-economic policy: GEAR
(Growth, Employment and Redistribution). Indeed, writes Martin Legassik,
though the name of the RDP continued to be invoked by the ANC up to the
1999 election campaign and even later, ‘the economic leadership of the ANC
had from the start no intention of implementing the RDP where it clashed
with their pro-business aims of export-orientation, trade liberalisation, fiscal
austerity or privatisation’ (Legassik 2007, 457).

This shift from ‘racial to class apartheid’, to use Patrick Bond’s characteriza-
tion (Bond 2005, 253 -308), and the economic logic behind South Africa’s thou-
sands of ‘service-delivery protests’ both have a long gestation (Hart 2013, 3. 47—
50). Hein Marais argues that the shift from the RDP to GEAR, though politically
and economically substantive, is part of ‘a longer narrative’ that dates back be-
yond Mbeki to ‘the halting efforts of the apartheid regime in the early 1980s’
(Marais 2011, 137). Picking up on Marais’ analysis, Gillian Hart agrees that over-
stating the shift from the RDP to GEAR ‘downplays the extent to which alliances
between corporate capital and a powerful faction of the ANC had sidelined alter-
natives’ (Hart 2013, 181-182; see also Fine, Padayachee 2000).

Hart recognizes the role of elites, whether the elites of white capital or ANC
elites, but argues that ‘[r]ather than just an elite pact — although it was in part
that — the transition [from apartheid] is more usefully understood in terms of si-
multaneous processes of de-nationalisation and re-nationalisation that have
been playing out in relation to one another in increasingly conflictual ways’
(Hart 2013, 156).

Instead of focusing primarily on the ANC’s adoption of conservative neoliberal macro-eco-
nomic policies in 1996, I am using the term de-nationalisation to encompass the terms on
which heavily concentrated corporate capital re-engaged with the increasingly financial-
ised global economy starting in the early 1990s, and the ways in which these forces are driv-
ing increasing inequality and the generation of surplus populations. While successive ANC
administrations have moved in more interventionist directions since the early 2000s and
now declare themselves strongly anti-neoliberal and passionately pro-poor, the ravages
wrought by processes of de-nationalisation continue apace (Hart 2013, 156).



74 —— Gerald 0. West

‘Re-nationalisation’, Hart goes on to argue, ‘engages ... crucial questions about
how the post-apartheid “nation” came to be produced, as well as the ongoing
importance of articulations of the “nation” to the ANC’s hegemonic project’
(Hart 2013, 156 —157). And while Hart does not deal with the role of religion in
de-nationalization, she does note how religion has been deployed within re-na-
tionalization. Drawing on the work of Ari Sitas (Sitas 2010), Hart argues that the
transition from apartheid ‘required discursive shifts — a process of scripting the
“nation” through what Sitas calls “conflicting and competing narratives of com-
monality and indigenerality’” (Hart 2013, 168). Key to this scripting were the ‘in-
clusive discourses of the “rainbow nation” associated with Nelson Mandela’,
which Sitas characterizes as ‘indigenerality’ — ‘the liberal, ecclesiastical dis-
course of forgiveness that made possible the negotiations to end apartheid,
and found further expression in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
[TRC]’ (Hart 2013, 7). Like the ‘national question’, ‘discourses of inclusion’,
Hart argues, ‘were not just imposed from above’, but had ‘popular appeal’
(Hart 2013, 7); and again the religious terrain was crucial, presided over by the
enigmatic prophet Desmond Tutu, the high-priest of the ‘rainbow people of
God’ (Tutu, Allen 1994, see the discussion in Hart 2013, 169 —171).

I turn now to examine in some detail the Bible’s presence in public discourse
on the related processes of de-nationalization and re-nationalization, with an
emphasis on the former.

3 Mbeki’s deployment of the Bible

While we should not overstate Thabo Mbeki’s role in the shift from the RDP to
GEAR, we should recognize his role in returning the Bible to the South African
public political and economic realm.

Thabo Mbeki has shown a rather ambiguous attitude to the Bible in his pub-
lic speeches. His Mfengu (or Fingo) missionary-Christian education in the East
Cape and his love for classic literature would have made Mbeki thoroughly famil-
iar with the Bible, but his upbringing in the staunchly African Marxist home of
Govan and Epainette Mbeki, and his expulsion from his missionary-Christian
school, Lovedale College — in his matric year for his active involvement in the
African Students’ Organization — would have made him deeply aware of the Bi-
ble’s ambiguity. And yet an analysis of his public speeches during his tenure as
Deputy President and President demonstrates a gradual shift in his attitude to
the Bible and in his use of the Bible.

In a speech to the International Labor Conference in 2003, Mbeki, now the
President of South Africa, develops these ideas, engaging in an extended way
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with ‘the Parable of the Talents in the Biblical Gospel according to St Matthew’
(Matt 25:14—30) (Mbeki 2003). Here too the Bible and economic matters are
brought into explicit conversation. He introduces the parable as follows, saying:

In the Parable of the Talents in the Biblical Gospel according to St Matthew, a money mer-
chant, angry that one of his servants did not discharge his duties as a fund manager, by
using the Talent given to him to trade in the money markets, said:

‘Thou wicked and slothful servant, thou knewest that I reap where I sowed not, and
gather where I have not strawed;

Thou oughtest therefore to have put my money to the exchangers, and then at my com-
ing I should have received mine own with usury.

Take therefore the talent from him, and give it unto him which hath ten talents.

For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from
him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath.

And cast ye the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and
gnashing of teeth’ (Mbeki 2003).

He then immediately demonstrates that he understands how this parable might
be read as a critique of the money merchant, locating Africans in solidarity with
the ‘unprofitable servant’, saying:

Among the hundreds of millions of the African world from which we came, as we travelled
to Europe, the outer darkness into which the money merchant cast his unprofitable servant,
there is much weeping and gnashing of teeth. Those who do not hear and do not see the
agony, have neither ears to hear nor eyes to see.

But I am certain that even they who do not see or hear the people, have seen the great
volumes of literature that describe in the greatest statistical detail and graphic language,
the extent of the poverty that afflicts billions in Africa and the rest of the developing
world. ...

The surfeit of information available to all of us says that we live in a world defined by a
deep economic and social structural fault that mirrors the angry outburst of the money mer-
chant of the Parable of the Talents, when he uttered the ominous curse not just to his serv-
ant, but to the poor of the world: ‘For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall
have abundance: but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath’
(Mbeki 2003).

Recognizing, perhaps, that his appropriation of the Bible may seem a little out of
place in such a context, he goes on to say, ‘Obviously, we have to explain what
we have just said, lest we are accused of special pleading and being overly dra-
matic’ (Mbeki 2003). Mbeki then does just this, engaging in an extended appro-
priation of the biblical text in the context of economic matters.

This remarkable extended ‘exegesis’ of a biblical text demonstrates rather
well Mbeki’s ambivalence towards the Bible. Like other classic literature, the
Bible has the capacity to generate a surplus of meaning that exceeds its contexts
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of production: meanings which have formed a reservoir within the public imag-
ination and from which those who have an ear to hear might draw. Having been
somewhat cautious about engaging this reservoir of meaning in his early public
persona, Mbeki chooses on particular occasions to plunge in and exploit the ca-
pacity of the Bible to provide a shared memory. However, Mbeki’s interpretation
of this parable is not a typical interpretation, for he tends to read against the
grain of Matthew’s redaction of the parable, discerning perhaps the ‘original’
meaning conveyed in Jesus’ telling of the parable to the indebted peasants of
his day. And yet Mbeki, unlike Jesus (Herzog 1994, 150 —168), is not calling for
a radical revolution of the world economy from the perspective of the unprofit-
able servant who refuses to participate in the exploitative system of the money
merchant, for he embraces elements of Matthew’s appropriation of the parable,
in which the money merchant might reasonably expect a return on his invest-
ment.

Mbeki’s use of the Bible is a form of problematized appropriation. Appropri-
ate he must, using the common silo that is the Bible to re-nationalize his people.
But its capacity to speak to the South African public realm is restricted to its ca-
pacity to address the moral dilemmas of our day rather than to advocate for a
radically different economic dispensation. Norman Gottwald is right to caution
those of us who would mobilize around the Bible for economic transformation
of the limits of our analogies. ‘Given the reality that economic systems cannot
be “imported” from the Bible to meet our needs’, he says, ‘the ethical force of
the Bible on issues of economics will have to be perspectival and motivational
rather than prescriptive and technical’ (Gottwald 1993, 345). Yet this kind of
force is considerable, particularly if we agree with Gottwald that ‘[t}he dominant
voices in biblical economic ethics are emphatically communitarian, resolutely
critiquing tributary power by seeking state reforms, urging resistance to oppres-
sive power, upbraiding ruthless exploiters and speaking to the collective reli-
gious conscience of a nation with a communitarian premise at its base’ (Gott-
wald 1993, 345). And, ‘(wlhen we interface communitarian biblical economic
ethics with our own economic systems, the results are instructive’, says Gott-
wald. ‘The biblical premise of the primacy of communal welfare over individual
achievement is much closer to the premise of socialism than to those of capital-
ism’ (Gottwald 1993, 346). However, the Bible’s sphere of influence for Mbeki is in
the domain of the soul, and in its capacity to foresee, in broad terms, the moral
shape of the predicaments that we must confront. For Mbeki the Bible has none
of the perspectival potential that Gottwald envisages. The Bible is used, and its
very use is a form of re-nationalizing, but how it is used plays a role in Mbeki’s
attempts to de-nationalize the South African economy.
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The most marked use of the Bible by Mbeki was in the 4th Annual Nelson
Mandela Lecture (Mbeki 2006a). What makes this occasion so significant is
not only the substantial use he makes of the Bible, but how he creates a meta-
phor out of ‘the RDP’, dislocating it from economic matters and relocating it to
moral matters. As indicated, so extensive is his use of the Bible in this lecture
that he felt the need to point out in the oral presentation of the lecture that
this did not mean that he was ‘about to become a priest’ (Mbeki 2006b). Some-
what embarrassed by his constant reference to the Bible in front of the elites who
attend such events, Mbeki nevertheless crafts a lecture deeply dependent on the
Bible, mindful of the masses watching television or listening to the radio, for
whom the Bible is a significant and sacred resource.

In the first two-thirds of the speech he uses the Bible primarily to de-nation-
alize: making the argument via a dialogue between Marx and the Bible, materi-
alism and idealism, that though materialist concerns are important, they cannot
be allowed to be our only concerns. In the context of our South African challeng-
es, he argues, the ‘idealism’ of the Bible (citing Genesis 3:19) ‘must serve to focus
our attention on issues other than the tasks of the production and distribution of
material wealth’ (Mbeki 2006a).

Mbeki interrupts his argument at this stage in his speech to deal overtly with
his prolific use of the Bible: ‘I am certain that many in this auditorium have been
asking themselves the question why I have referred so insistently on the Christi-
an Holy Scriptures. Let me explain’ (Mbeki 2006b). The crux of his explanation is
that in the context of South Africa’s daily economic deliberations, the debate it-
self ‘must tell us that human life is about more than the economy and therefore
material considerations’. This is important, Mbeki continues, because, he says, ‘I
believe that as a nation we must make a special effort to understand and act on
this because of what I have said already, that personal pursuit of material gain,
as the beginning and end of life purpose, is already beginning to corrode our so-
cial and national cohesion’ (Mbeki 2006a).

What this means, Mbeki goes on to state, is ‘that when we talk of a better life
for all, within the context of a shared sense of national unity and national rec-
onciliation, we must look beyond the undoubtedly correct economic objectives
our nation has set itself’ (Mbeki 2006a). It is not GEAR, the government’s neo-
liberal capitalist macro-economic policy, Mbeki implies, that is to blame for
the systems that enable the personal pursuit of material gain. It is some moral
failing that requires, as he will go on to argue, a Reconstruction and Develop-
ment Programme (RDP) of the soul. The RDP as a macro-economic policy has
been rhetorically replaced by an RDP of the soul.

And it is the RDP of the soul that forms the focus of the final third of the
speech, as Mbeki turns directly to re-nationalization. In the final few pages of
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his speech he emphasizes South Africa’s need for a ‘cohesive human society’
(Mbeki 2006a), praising the South African nation’s gains and pointing to the
dangers that persist from our past. In the case of South Africa, he concludes:

We should say that we are fortunate that we had a Nelson Mandela who made bold to give
us the task to attend to the ‘RDP of the soul’, and lent his considerable weight to the ach-
ievement of the goal of national reconciliation and the achievement of the goal of a better
life for all our people.

... In this regard, he was conscious of the task we share as Africans to end the con-
flicts on our Continent, many of which are driven by the failure to effect the RDP of the Af-
rican soul, to uphold the principles of Ubuntu, consciously to strive for social cohesion,
human solidarity and national reconciliation’ (Mbeki 2006a).

The Bible and Nelson Mandela, together with a host of other more minor sources,
construct a path for the recovery of the African soul. The cost is that the Recon-
struction and Development Programme has become a cipher — ‘RDP’. The forced
displacement of ‘RDP’ from the economic to the moral sphere has been accom-
plished, eloquently, and the Bible has played a prominent role.

The Bible is used by Mbeki both to de-nationalize and re-nationalize. Its role
in re-nationalization is to claim it as a communal South African nation-building
resource, but in strictly moral terms. Its role in de-nationalizing is to make it
clear to adherents of South African Black Theology and South African Contextu-
al Theology that socialist economic policies are unrealistic and that the govern-
ment (together with the business sector) has the macro-economic context in
hand, having decentered the market while accepting that some compliance
with global capitalism is not only inevitable, but also responsible.

In all of these examples, we see a growing awareness in Mbeki that he is ad-
dressing at least two audiences: a small classically literate and vaguely liberal
elite who are somewhat embarrassed by religion (as is Mbeki himself), and a
large mass of religious believers, most of whom are Christians. Mbeki wants to
address them both, and the Bible lends itself to this task. It remains classic lit-
erature, even for the post-religious post-colonial African elite. And it resonates
with the believing religious masses, for it remains a favored and useful sacred
silo (Mofokeng 1988, 40).

4 Mandela’s ‘RDP of the Soul’

Nelson Mandela has said very little about religion, in the public sphere. Honor-
ing our religiously neutral state (van der Vyver 1999), Mandela has been cautious
about saying anything too explicit about the role of religion in the public realm.
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But we can find important fragments, which taken together constitute the begin-
ning of the theological trajectory that Mbeki consolidates and deploys in the
public realm.

In an address to the South African parliament on the February 5, 1999 Nel-
son Mandela stated: ‘Our nation needs, as [a] matter of urgency ... an “RDP of the
Soul” (Mandela 1999a). This very brief assertion, with its deliberate allusion to
the government’s inaugural (but, by this time, abandoned) macro-economic pol-
icy, the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) also has clear allu-
sions to religion. The religious dimension becomes clearer when, five days later,
Mandela reiterates this phrase in his closing address to the debate on his 1999
State of the Nation speech, claiming that ‘many sectors have resolved to join
hands to work for the moral regeneration of our society, its “RDP of the soul™
(Mandela 1999b).

Four days later he is much more explicit, having moved from the political
realm to the religious realm. In a speech to a Methodist church in Langa,
Cape Town, he delves more deeply into how he understands the role of religion
in the public realm:

In Parliament last week we discussed the need for an RDP of the soul. These last years have
shown how deep the poison of an inhuman system seeped into the fabric of our society. We
have been distressed to learn that amongst those who fought for freedom are people who
have turned out as corrupt or self-seeking, if not more so, than those they replace. The best
efforts of government to bring lasting change for the better will fail if we do not repair the
moral fabric of our society. Greed and disrespect for others; a lack of community feeling and
social responsibility — these are spiritual enemies of our efforts to build a new society in
which we can live in harmony with one another, in peace and prosperity. As religion forti-
fied us in resisting oppression, we know that it can help strengthen us to carry out the mis-
sion that history has given to our generation and the next — to make a reality of our hopes
for a better life for all (Mandela 1999c).

The elements of what would constitute Mbeki’s argument are apparent. Corrup-
tion and ‘self-seeking’ are individual traits, formed in part by ‘the poison of the
inhuman system’ of apartheid, but unrelated to the systems of the government’s
macro-economic policy. Indeed, the systems put in place by the government in
order to bring about ‘lasting change’ are represented as good, but destined to
fail if the religious sector does not make its contribution in repairing ‘the
moral fabric of our society’.

Not only was Mandela the one who seems to have called for the return of
religion to a national public role, he is also the one who has set the parameters
of religion’s public role. First, it is clear that the religious sector has a primary
role in working towards an ‘RDP of the Soul’. This is evident in the above address
to the Methodist church in Langa and is restated, with a wider scope, in the Af-
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rican National Congress’s 1999 Election Manifesto, where it is stated that [t]he
struggle to build a better future for all requires, not just material transformation,
but an RDP of the Soul. The ANC calls upon all communities of faith, to be active
partners in shaping our moral vision, and in fostering the moral renewal of our
society’ (ANC 1999). And while the call for an ‘RDP of the Soul’ is not directed
to the religious sector exclusively (Gigaba 2010), it is clearly the primary sector
being addressed.

Five years later, in delivering the 5™ Annual Steve Biko Memorial Lecture,
Nelson Mandela elaborates on what he sees as the moral substance of an
‘RDP of the Soul’:

We South Africans have succeeded quite admirably in putting in place policies, structures,
processes and implementation procedures for the transformation and development of our
country. We are widely recognised and praised for having one of the most progressive con-
stitutions in the world. The solidity of our democratic order, with all of its democracy sup-
porting structures and institutions, is beyond doubt. Our economic framework is sound and
we are steadily making progress in bringing basic services to more and more of our people.

It is at the level of what we once referred to as the RDP of the soul that we as a nation
and people might have crucially fallen behind since the attainment of democracy. The val-
ues of human solidarity that once drove our quest for a humane society seem to have been
replaced, or are being threatened, by a crass materialism and pursuit of social goals of in-
stant gratification. One of the challenges of our time, without being pietistic or moralistic, is
to re-instil in the consciousness of our people that sense of human solidarity, of being in
the world for one another and because of and through others (Mandela 2004).

The two paragraphs neatly separate the spheres of South African public life. At
the level of social systems, we ‘have succeeded quite admirably in putting in
place policies, structures, processes and implementation procedures for the
transformation and development of our country’. This is ‘beyond doubt’, Mande-
la insists. Singling out the economic domain, Mandela is confident that ‘[o]ur
economic framework is sound’. It is at the level of the soul that we ‘have crucial-
ly fallen behind’. And although reluctant to appear ‘pietistic or moralistic’, Man-
dela invokes these terms in order to demarcate the domain of ‘[o]ne of the chal-
lenges of our time’. In Mandela’s conceptualization of the trajectory of an ‘RDP of
the Soul’ is a separation between social spheres, with the legal, political, and
economic on one side and the moral on the other side. The legal, political,
and economic domains, the domains of the government sector, Mandela asserts,
are working well. However, the moral domain — the responsibility (primarily) of
the religious sector — lags behind, and requires more attention.

Significantly, in his speech to the Langa Methodist church cited above, Man-
dela laments ‘the poison of an inhuman system’ that has ‘seeped into the fabric
of our society’. Apartheid is recognized as a ‘system’, but the ‘crass materialism’
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referred to in his Steve Biko Lecture is a personal, not a systemic, problem. An
‘RDP of the Soul’ is therefore about a personal and a collective-national morality;
it assumes that the problem lies in part with individuals who have lost their
‘sense of human solidarity’.

It would be from these fragments that Mbeki would forge his more carefully
crafted argument, utilizing the Bible as one of his tools, as we have seen. And, as
South Africa would see, religious rhetoric would become religious policy (West
2009).

5 From rhetoric to policy to...

The religious trajectory that Nelson Mandela inaugurated was consolidated by
Thabo Mbeki, with the Bible as his primary tool. What Mbeki consolidated
then became ANC official policy. While Mbeki’s Nelson Mandela Lecture pre-
pared the ground rhetorically for a shift from an RDP of the economy to an
RDP of the soul, the ANC’s 2007 policy document, ‘The RDP of the Soul’ (ANC
2007), turns rhetoric into policy. ‘The RDP of the Soul’ Policy Discussion Docu-
ment was produced by the ANC Commission on Religious Affairs, and sets out
to frame the ANC’s understanding of the role of religion in the public realm.!
And though offering a broader conceptualization of both religion and morality,
the Document remains within the basic trajectory invoked by Mandela and es-
tablished by Mbeki. Jacob Zuma, the current President of the ANC and South Af-
rica (West 2010), and Cyril Ramaphosa (West [forthcoming]), the heir apparent to
both, have deviated very little from how religion, particularly the Bible, are used
within the South African public political and economic realm.

That the Bible will be a part of our public political discourse is clear. The tra-
jectory of how it will be used within the public realm to separate the moral and
the social spheres of life is also clear. What is not clear is how ordinary Bible
readers, the masses invoked by the use of the Bible, will engage with this dis-
course.

! The information included on the production of this document and its reception and discussion
within the ANC is based on discussions with, and correspondence from, Cedric Mayson, the
Coordinator of the ANC Commission on Religious Affairs at the time. While writing this | learned
of his death on May 23, 2015; hamba kahle comrade, may your yearning for a form of religion
that brings liberation find us faithful. Much of the analysis and many of the arguments found in
this document were presented for discussion by the ANC Commission for Religious Affairs in the
November 2006 edition of Umrabulo, a journal of the African National Congress; see (ANC
2006).
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Peter Beyer

Forms of Religious Communities

in Global Society: Tradition, Invention,
and Transformation

Abstract: Taking as its point of departure the idea that community refers primar-
ily to the identification of groups of human beings, the presentation enquires
into the changing relation of religion to collective identities in contemporary
global society. After an introductory portion that uses world maps as illustration
of the general question, a first part presents an historical analysis tracing the rise
to global dominance of a peculiarly modern notion according to which there is a
strong, but also contested, ambiguous, and incomplete isomorphism between
state-centered and religious collectivity, in particular between (nation-)states
and religions: the ‘(national-)societal community’ and the ‘religious community’
are seen normally to be largely overlapping. A second part then considers how
later twentieth century global developments especially have begun to strongly
undermine the dominance of this assumption and its socio-structural correlates
to yield an uncertain situation in which the very idea of religious community is
transforming in directions that encourage much more diverse forms of collective
religious identification, an increasing proportion of which are deemed to be sub-
jective, chosen, and exhibiting fluid boundaries of religion, and relatively less
inherited, attributed, kinship based, and exhibiting stable and clear boundaries.
The paper concludes with empirical examples of such transformation drawn
from the author’s current research on religious identity in the Canadian context.

Keywords: religion construction, Westphalianism, globalization of religions, reli-
gion and state, religious identity, religious communities, global migration, post-
Westphalianism, Canada, religious change

1 Introduction: ‘Mapping’ religious communities

There are many ways to understand what constitutes ‘religious communities’.
Rather than rehearse even a portion of them, I begin my analysis with one
that is not only quite common but also often translates itself into and onto
maps, and specifically maps of the world. Maps of the world are most frequently
composed according to geography and political state boundaries, but it is not at
all difficult to find ones that divide the world’s land masses according to reli-
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gious identities or communities. This means, in brief, that we often associate re-
ligious communities with locality, with land and territory, and this in such a way
as to cover the entire globe. It is a global vision and a global understanding. One
interesting source of such maps is the internet site, Wikipedia, in the article en-
titled, ‘Major religious groups’ (n.d.) and on Wikipedia more generally. This
source is of interest for my purposes because, as a ‘creative commons’, it repro-
duces a kind of global public discourse knowledge that is neither ‘expert’ (read:
scientific) knowledge nor is it simply ‘common’ or ‘popular’ knowledge. It is, one
might say, ‘useable’ without being ‘reliable’, and therefore a good place to start a
discussion about how ‘religion’, and more particularly the idea of ‘religious com-
munities’ is understood and perhaps used in the contemporary global society
that we all inhabit.

The maps in question are both contemporary and historical. The historical
ones are of special interest because they offer a hint as to the development of
our contemporary understandings: where these first arose, how they came
about, and who was more involved in their construction. In that light, it is sig-
nificant that the historical maps that one finds on Wikipedia are generally
ones produced by people from Western countries with a noticeably ‘missionary’
impulse. To illustrate, fig. 1 shows one such map. It dates from the beginning of
the nineteenth century, and not before. It is of American provenance, produced
during a time when the British and European colonial empires were well on their
way to developing, but had not reached the apogee of their influence. Of partic-
ular note is, first of all, the obvious: it is a map of the entire world; there is a
universal impulse and vision expressed here. Then there is the title of the
map: ‘Moral and political chart of the inhabited world, exhibiting the prevailing
religion, form of government, degree of civilization, and population of each coun-
try’ (emphasis added). One notes that there is a substantial overlap between ‘civ-
ilizational level’, country or political subdivision, form of government, and reli-
gion, without these being isomorphic. One might say that the map tries to
present polity, religion, culture, and typology of human bodies as strongly corre-
lated as well as being located by geographic region. In this regard, a few details
are of particular note. The ‘religion’ mapped here is a matter of substantive units,
that is, the religions. It is also a matter of bodies, populations, and numbers of
adherents. There is no effort to distinguish the two. In other words, religious col-
lectivity or community and religion are treated as alternative ways of designating
the same thing: religions are their collectivities of human beings or at least the
two can be spoken about interchangeably. Moreover, there are only six possibil-
ities for religious identities or religions: four of them are Christian (i. e. Christian,
Catholic, Protestant [Lutheran and Other Protestant], and Greek [Eastern or Or-
thodox]). Then there is Islam (called Mohametan), and the residual category of
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Fig. 1: William C. Woodbridge 1821. Moral & Political Chart of the inhabited world, Exhibiting the
Prevailing Religion, form of Government, Degree of Civilization, and Population of each Country
Source: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_religious_groups. Accessed December 18, 2015.
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‘Pagan’. One might say that for the map maker only Christianity and Islam count
as ‘defined and distinct’ religions. In this regard, no part of the map that is not
dominated by Christians is deemed either civilized or enlightened, the upper ‘de-
grees of civilization’. Eastern Europe contains some ‘islands’ of enlightenment in
a barbarian sea, and from this we can surmise that the map considers Eastern
Christianity as less civilized than Western Christianity. The best the non-Christian
parts of the world can do is ‘half-civilized’. The map divides the world’s people
by race, peoples, and what it considers ‘countries’ or political units. Christian
countries are all classified according to which version or versions of Christianity
dominate there. Few have more than one. And, of perhaps equal note, one of the
‘religious’ categories listed is ‘missionary stations’ adding a kind of dynamic el-
ement to the map: Christianity’s contours include its effort to spread around the
world. In consonance, one of the government categories is in effect ‘colonial’,
but in relatively few areas as of yet: the European colonial empires, like their re-
ligions, are still expanding. Outside of these classifications, most of the world is
actually governed monarchically or by ‘chiefs and tribes’, the latter regions being
mostly ‘pagan’. Again the religion and the polity correlate even at the level of re-
sidual categories. Finally, the map is very focused on ‘numbers’ (how many mil-
lions of each category) and, in that regard, religiously the majority of the world’s
estimated one billion people are ‘pagans’. They are the clear majority everywhere
except in Europe and the Americas (where, it seems, the vast majority of the ab-
original populations are deemed to have been Christianized). Put slightly differ-
ently, most of the world’s population falls outside ‘the religions’ and are there-
fore, strictly speaking, outside of expressly religious communities. ‘Religion’, one
might say, for the American William Woodbridge in the early nineteenth century,
is not (yet) global.

Another map, reproduced in fig. 2, was created by another American, the
Baptist missionary, F.S. Dobbins, but toward the end of the nineteenth century,
in 1883. This map is more purely ‘only about religion’, but it is now much more
global. Unlike the previous map from the early nineteenth century, this one in-
cludes Hindus and Buddhists, meaning in effect that these religious collectivities
— the map divides the religions in terms of their adherents — have moved out of
the ‘pagan’ category. Those that have not are here but in a new residual category,
called ‘fetishists’. The map therefore shows the ‘progress’ of the ‘world religions’
category, whose presumed adherents now are deemed to dominate in most of the
world. Only sub-Saharan Africa and portions of the Americas are seen as the do-
main of the residual ‘fetishists’. In that regard, like the map in fig. 1, the decid-
edly missionary motive behind the construction of this map is quite evident, es-
pecially when one considers that it was published in a book entitled, Error’s
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Fig. 2: An 1883 map of the world divided into colors representing ‘Christians, Buddhists, Hin-
dus, Mohammedans and Pagans’ (in: Frank S. Dobbins 1883. Error’s Chains: How Forged and
Broken. New York: Standard Publishing).

Source: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_religious_groups. Accessed December 18, 2015

Chains: How Forged and Broken. It is in that sense just as much an ‘imperialist’ or
‘colonialist’ map as the previous one.

If we move now to the present era, the next two maps portray a remarkable
completion of the logic inherent in these first two. They date from the beginning
of the twenty-first century and their provenance is less certain. They are, howev-
er, two of many such maps that one can find both on Wikipedia and the Internet
more generally. Regarding the first (see fig. 3), the basic structure of that pecu-
liarly post-World War II political division of the entire world into (sovereign)
states is noteworthy: extremely few ‘colonies’ are left and all of the world’s
land mass belongs to one or another of these states with, moreover, very precise
(and very stable since the late 1940s) boundaries. It is onto this political division
of the world that the ‘religions’ are now mapped; and this is more or less the case
for the vast majority of these sorts of maps that one can find so easily in this
public domain. On this map of ‘Prevailing world religions’ — one notes that
this is not the same as ‘dominant’ — the religions ‘prevail’, not just in regions,
but within the precise boundaries of these states. Mostly each state is deemed
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Fig. 3: Predominant religions of the world, mapped by state.
The original uploader was LilTeK21 at English Wikipedia
Source: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_religious_groups. Accessed December 18, 2015

to have only one ‘prevailing religion’, and at most two. Of note as well is that the
‘residual’ category, which is here either ‘other’ (restricted to North Korea [Juche]
and Japan [Shinto]) or ‘nature religions’ (only Madagascar), is now deemed pre-
vailing in very few places. For this map, the ‘world religions’ now prevail glob-
ally, their numbers have increased slightly and some other world religions beside
Christianity are now recorded according to their basic subdivisions.

The last map, in fig. 4, introduces a number of important ambiguities into
the picture, and in this regard shows interesting continuities with the nineteenth
century maps. First, while maintaining the state boundaries as basic, it avoids
ideas like ‘prevailing religion’ by introducing shading to show what we might
call ‘degrees of prevalence or dominance’ and by using ‘provincial’ boundaries
wherever possible in order to further track this variation in dominance or prev-
alence. Second, it seems thereby implicitly to introduce the idea of ‘no religion’,
the possibility of people being identified with ‘none of the religions’, by using
lighter shades. It does not, however, also seem to include the idea of being
‘less religious’, of the category of religion applying ‘more or less’. People are,
it seems, either inside or outside the religious collectivities. Third, this map ap-
pears to revert a bit to the early nineteenth century vision of the first map in
which there are really only two religions: magenta for Christian and cyan for
Muslim. The category of ‘pagan’ is replaced with ‘other religions’, in yellow.
One notes that Judaism is represented, not by a different color, but as a combi-
nation of the ‘Christian’ and the ‘Muslim’ color.
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Fig. 4: Map showing the distribution of world religions by country/state, and by smaller ad-
ministrative regions for the largest countries (China, India, Russia, United States). % of MA-
GENTA stands for nominal adherents of Christianity, % of CYAN stands for nominal adherents of
Islam, % of YELLOW stands for nominal adherents of Buddhism, Chinese religions, Hinduism
and indigenous religions.

Source: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_religious_groups. Accessed December 18, 2015

I have begun the analysis with a look at these world maps depicting the dis-
tribution of religions not because they somehow represent in some convincing
fashion the ‘way things are’ or the ‘way things were’, let alone how they
‘ought to be’. They are in fact just someone’s idea or projection from a given
place and a given time; they are neither authoritative nor necessarily even all
that convincing. Yet they are by that token also not simply ‘wrong’ or ‘illusory’,
although definitely invented and constructed. Instead, what they offer is a visual
way of entering the question of religious communities in the contemporary
world, of religious collectivities in today’s global society. Going further, they
are visual representations of an important part of the main arguments I want
to make concerning the history, the construction, and the transformation of un-
derstandings of religious collectivities or communities in our world, and of the
institutional, structural, and lived realities of those religions and religious collec-
tivities for a great many, perhaps most, but by no means all, of the people and
societal regions of the world today. In particular, there are four aspects of these
maps that are important for the analysis that follows. First, all these maps elide
the units called ‘religions’ and the sets of human beings that are identified with
those religions, what we often refer to as the religious communities. Second,
each of them tries to map religious collectivities onto geography. Together they
show a certain consistency of association of territory, people, and religion;
even though they thereby also reveal ambiguity, a kind of taken-for-granted po-
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sition that is not quite sure of itself. Third, these mappings change over time and
vary from one attempt to another; that is part of the ambiguity. Finally, fourth,
the apogee of precision in this regard is presented on the third map, a very recent
one; but there is also the odd continuity of the first and last maps with regard to
‘which religions really count here’, another ambiguity.

Another characteristic of the ‘religion’ that these maps present, while per-
haps more implicit, is nonetheless just as important. This is the assumption
that religion, and therefore religious communities, are ‘foundational’. Religious
identity is a fundamental identity that can and does characterize entire states,
regions, societies, as well as individual people. It is not the only such founda-
tional characteristic, however. Another is quite evidently political or ‘national’
identity. The entire world, without remainder, is divided into collectivities
whose fundamental distinguishing features — what differentiates one from the
another - include religion and polity.

2 The historical construction of religions:
a narrative

From this starting point, I now unpack this somewhat odd combination of as-
sumptions as portrayed in these maps, and this through an historical analysis
of how we got to this point. A key assumption in doing so is that these portrayals
of seeing and doing religion did not have to be this way; what we mean by reli-
gion is not anything essential and particular, simply ‘out there’ challenging us to
observe it in the way that it is. Religion, to arrive at this point, had to be socially
and consciously — which is to say contingently — constructed that way. And this
has been a more or less accidental outcome of recent and not so recent history.
As such, like all social constructions, it will be open to contestation, implicated
in the nexus of power relations that are subject to challenge, and therefore could
be otherwise and could change over time.

One could start the historical narrative at almost any time and any place, be-
cause as the maps pretend, the development eventually is supposed to cover the
entire globe. Each region of the world will therefore have its own history in this
regard, its own path-dependent and long-term journey. In addition, the story will
be necessarily selective, since we know what we are looking for: the antecedents
of a particular development whose outcome we know. Saying this is also another
way of pointing to the contingency of the development, meaning among other
things that there is really no way of telling in early parts of the history in
what direction things were going to move thereafter. The history of development
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is accidental and does not follow some sort of internal, teleological logic that
simply ‘works itself out’.

Therefore, for practical purposes, we can start with that ‘religion’ that we
now call Christianity, already in its early history. The key Christian idea, present
from very early on, is the idea of ‘church’ or ‘ecclesia’. This is a notion that the
Christian movement appropriated and developed early on and it designated from
early on the ‘community’, the collectivity of Christian followers, meaning that the
idea of being Christian included a communal dimension which was deemed de-
fining. In addition, however, the Christian idea of church also carried from rel-
atively early on an organizational meaning: the Christian communities were or-
ganized communities, under a progressively more defined leadership and with
normative structures that defined who was inside and who was outside the com-
munity. The possibility of being considered a heretic or a pagan/heathen occur-
red early in this development. Being a Christian was also a totalizing idea: it in-
volved all of a person’s life and not just a partial identity beside others. In that
regard, and even more important, being Christian, as a deliberately religious
identity, abstracted from other, what we might call ‘cultural’ or ‘ethnic’, identi-
ties: in that sense it could be, and was seen as, overarching all these other pos-
sible identities, as opposed to being subordinate to them. This was distinct from
the way Jews thought about themselves — and much of this development was of
course modeled on and distinguished itself expressly from the way Jews identi-
fied their collectivity and collectivities — or, even today to a significant extent, the
way being Hindu often still carries simultaneously a ‘religious’ and a ‘cultural’
meaning (cf. Dalmia, von Stietencron 1995). Not surprisingly, therefore, we can
witness how, in the late Roman Empire period, when the Christian religion
had become the official as well as increasingly the practical religion of the em-
pire, the already implicit idea solidified that the Christian religion and thereby
the Christian community was one such religion beside others — albeit the only
‘true’ one — the others being designated as Jewish and Pagan (Boyarin 2007).

During roughly the same era, another movement arose and developed which
incorporated a similar idea, and that is Islam. Although this movement may have
begun more as a religion of the Arabs, of a, broadly speaking, cultural identity,
we find that here as well it soon developed in this same direction as a religious
community — here designated by the word ‘ummah’ —, a societal grouping de-
fined in terms of its religion, its ‘din’ (Gardet 1960 [1980]), along with the under-
standing that there were other ‘din’: notably and unsurprisingly, the Jewish and
Christian ones. Like the Christians, moreover, the Muslims also defined them-
selves over and against these other religions, which included a category corre-
sponding to ‘pagans’, who were basically without religion or the practitioners
of an anti-religion: here simply infidels who could and should become members
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of the religion. In the Islamic case, a critical aspect of the process is even clearer
than it is in the Christian case: the early development depended in part on the
close association of the religious religion with political empire, the Roman
one(s) in the case of Christianity and, of course, the Muslim empires in the
case of Islam. In neither case, however, is the development dependent on em-
pire. It is still ‘about’ religion. Nonetheless, this feature shows how these very
much self-identified religious communities already carried with them a practical
territorial reference: they were territorially based to a large extent, even if they
were not also what we today might call culturally specific.

Outside the Christian and Islamic spheres, I am aware of no other instance
of this kind of religion formation in other parts of the world during this era, es-
sentially before the end of the first millennium CE. This is a way of saying that
the Christian and Islamic developments were not simply a further expression of
the advent of the so-called Axial Age (Eisenstadt 1986). Religions like these two
had not developed already in the middle of the millennium before the Common
Era, although the traditions out of which they eventually did develop will have
seen certain critical developments, and maybe even arguably starting points,
during those centuries. In this context, it is to be noted that the Buddhist idea
of ‘sangha’ is not a parallel development since it quite specifically included
only the monastics and not also the laity as was the case in the Christian and
Islamic cases.

Jumping ahead now, to several hundred years later, the scene of the narra-
tive, again somewhat but not entirely arbitrarily, shifts to Christian Western Eu-
rope. What is rather unprecedented, but also highly consequential in this case, is
that the Christian religion, as what one might call a societal collectivity, contin-
ues to develop in spite of the gradual disappearance of its former imperial polit-
ical carrier, the Roman Empire, whether eastern or western. This is not the case
in the (still) core Islamic areas, where empire — even if not single and united —
continues as a very important political substratum for the religion. This is where
the organized feature of the Christian idea of ‘church’ takes on critical impor-
tance, since it was the church organization that carried on the possibility of iden-
tifying the Christian collectivity as foundational to the identity of an entire re-
gional society, only partially aided by political structures. Thus did the
Christian church, now seen primarily as the organization, develop (until at
least the eleventh century at the time of the so-called papal revolution) as
both a religious and, increasingly, as a quasi-state structure, with something
close to state pretensions, as exemplified in the idea that the church was an en-
tire and distinct society or ‘societas’ (Berman 1983). This society of the church,
however, conceiving of and structuring itself as expressly religious, understood
itself as still needing political structures in the form of the ‘secular’ arm of the
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political state. But this arm not only did not have to be unified as the church had
to be, it did not have to be and indeed could not be identified with the church:
the two could be, and indeed were, conceived to be necessarily differentiated —
two ‘swords’, each a ‘societas perfecta’. This idea of differentiation is critical. Of
particular note, in this regard, is that this era in Western European society also
saw the beginnings of the development of more than one of these ‘secular’
spheres, notably one for science, especially in the universities (Huff 2003), for
law (Berman 1983; Berman 2006), and somewhat later especially for capitalist
economy (Wallerstein 1974). Still, the society as a whole was, if at all, identified
through the idea of religious collectivity as Christendom, somewhat coterminous
with the geographical designation of Europe, which during this time meant
mostly Western Europe (cf. Cantor 1993, chapter 7). As this last expression indi-
cates, the religious designation did not also have a uniform political one, polities
during this time increasingly and contestably being structured as multiple states,
kingdoms, etc. within Europe; Christendom was not a political so much as a cul-
tural, and by implication a religiously designated, territory.

The early modern revolutions, generally beginning with the Protestant Ref-
ormations but extending until the end of the seventeenth century, then brought
a subtle but highly significant change in this situation. The main sections of the
Protestant Reformation sought to ‘purify’ religion, at least in the sense of making
the ‘church’ less ‘of this world’, thereby contradicting the direction the main
Roman Church had taken. In this sense the Reformers were working toward a
clearer differentiation of religion from the, by contrast, ‘secular’ sphere. Yet in
so doing, they did not deny the ‘foundational’ quality of religion, but rather
sought the transfer of the ‘worldly’ or ‘secular’ functions of religion to precisely
that secular sphere, namely the state, law, and one could argue to the universi-
ties and to economic enterprise. In this development therefore, it is as much the
‘princes’, the ‘lawyers’, the ‘businessmen’ and the ‘scholars’ who were the mov-
ers of the revolution that the Protestant Reformation represented as it was the
religious Reformers themselves. In other words, the ‘princes’ did not so much ‘hi-
jack’ the Reformation to get Rome and the Emperor ‘off their backs’ as they were
the executors of the Reformation in the ‘secular’ realm. Through the Counter- or
Catholic Reformation, the Roman church tried to counter this development in
those parts of Europe that did not ‘go Protestant’, but the result over the longer
period was not that different given that the states in these areas also abrogated to
themselves more of the functions that the church had claimed for itself in the
preceding period. The states moved to becoming themselves a more and more
‘foundational’ sphere, like religion and with religion, but also differentiated
from religion.
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Under the circumstances, this Reformation eventuated first of all in a very
protracted period of violence, within states, between states, and only in that con-
text between Reformers and Catholics. The upshot of the development was pres-
aged, symbolized, and to some extent embodied in the eventual solution to the
violence as expressed in the Peace of Augsburg in the sixteenth, and then the
Peace of Westphalia in the seventeenth, century. These agreements contained
a double feature which in effect reordered the relation between the two sides
of the explicit and implicit distinction that informed the entire development:
the distinction between the ‘religious’ and the ‘secular’. As expressed and inti-
mated in that famous phrase, cuius regio, eius religio, the state plurality that
these peace agreements helped on its way to solidification, the state ‘sovereign-
ty’ that they envisaged, was to be paralleled by a more or less coordinated reli-
gious plurality, with the states, in the form of their rulers, determining which ‘re-
ligion’ would ‘reign’ in which ‘realm’. One notes the peculiarity of this
arrangement or attempted arrangement. There was a plurality of more or less ar-
bitrary political units, which were seen as ‘sovereign’, which means and meant
legitimately distinct and not subordinate to some overarching political unit, per-
haps as represented by an empire with its emperor. These states were to be suf-
ficiently foundational that they should and could determine which version of re-
ligious foundationalism they would embody, the options in this regard also
being limited to equally more or less arbitrary, but now plural, religious units,
all (Western) Christian: the states could choose to be Calvinist, Lutheran, or
Catholic. England then added its own somewhat hybrid version to this list.
The addition of the Eastern Christian possibilities, for practical reasons, had
to await the nineteenth century, even though the basic plural structure of the
Eastern Churches was already there to be eventually appropriated for this pur-
pose (Roudometof 2014). In sum then, these ‘Westphalian’ solutions effected
double, and in both cases plural, religious and political foundationalisms,
which were to be more or less parallel, if not exactly isomorphic, since, although
each political unit was to be designated by a single religious identity — some-
thing which in practical fact never quite happened in most of the states — the
religions or confessions in fact followed different boundaries, each being or be-
coming the ‘prevailing’ religion of more than one state, even to some extent the
Anglican version. Westphalian coordination of this sort did not negate differen-
tiation of religion and polity: it was a way of structuring it further, of expressing
and developing it.

At this point, it must be pointed out that these Western European develop-
ments were from very early on increasingly ‘not just Western European’. The six-
teenth century, besides being the century of the Reformations, was also the cen-
tury in which European imperial expansion had its real beginnings. While these
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two developments were not the same thing, they occurred together and mutually
conditioned each other. Therefore, what I am calling the global appropriation —
always including adaptation or particularization — of this initially European de-
velopment with regard to state and religion began early. It was quickly appropri-
ated for the colonial territories that some European powers acquired in the so-
called ‘New World’, eventually to include not only the Americas, but also Aus-
tralasia and parts of southern Africa and, if we want to extend it, the contiguous-
ly expanding Russian empire into most of northern Asia. These ‘settler’ society
examples are important because they show that such appropriation was never
simply a diffusion of things European, but rather at the same time a transforma-
tion and development, different in the various cases. The examples of North
American and eventually Australasian ‘denominationalism’ — the division of
the religious domain into organized and distinct units — are particularly telling
of how such appropriation could work, although here cannot be the place to go
into detail of what exactly this means.

In other parts of the world, the appropriation and transformation was just as
and even more complicated. Particular examples include the consolidation and
eventual transformation (reform!) of Islam in its various contiguous territories,
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’ constructions of Hinduism in the process
of eventual state formation in South Asia, and what I have elsewhere called the
appropriation through partial refusal of the whole idea (Beyer 2006, ch. 5) in
East Asian parts. This manifests itself today in the fact that, measured internally
by the states concerned, these countries are the only ones in the world where
from half to the vast majority of people today consider themselves to be of ‘no
religion’, even though they have a corresponding understanding of what that
word means. The East Asian states, in the process of their modern re-formation,
have a complicated history of trying out different, but not unrelated, approaches,
generating such various foundational quasi-religious ideologies and practical
programs as, for instance, State Shinto in Japan and Maoism in China.

Out of this accidental, complex, and ambiguous development since the six-
teenth century, probably reaching a high point or apogee in the late nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, has emerged what I have been calling a ‘Westphalian’
modeling of religion and polity (Beyer 2012). Briefly put, this modeling differen-
tiates religions and states, not simply from each other, but in relation to each
other while maintaining and developing the difference. An important intermedi-
ary or connecting idea in this process has been that of a kind of double collec-
tivity, which manifests itself in a double foundationalism. It is through the col-
lectivity of adherents or citizens that the actual modeling has taken place. In
other words, the idea of peoples or nations, collectivities of persons, has come
to act as the intermediary by which two different socio-structural entities, reli-
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gions and states, are carried. Both religions and states have come to be seen as
particular entities, but also as entities embodied horizontally by the persons that
are deemed to belong to them and that think of themselves as belonging to them.
Hence results the idea that a (nation-) state has a dominant nation that it repre-
sents, usually carrying the same name as the state itself; but it also has a ‘pre-
vailing’ religion which consists of most of the same people, the adherents, the
believers, the members, or similar term. Such modeling leaves room for a
great many variations, because it is not and never was complete or precise. It
never was a question of isomorphism of political and religious foundational-
isms. And therefore one can conclude from the variations either that by the
twentieth century there were few exceptions or a great many, because no partic-
ular way that a particular state carried out this modeling has become, or ever has
been, normative or, in turn, the dominant model for all the others.

At the core of this Westphalian modeling are thus the following ideas: each
state is sovereign in its own precisely defined territory and is characterized by a
single dominant collectivity, usually called a nation, as well as, ‘incidentally’ or
not depending on the particular understanding, a typical or ‘prevailing’ religion
or ‘confession’ of a religion, sometimes two or a very limited number of religions
or confessions. Furthermore, as a reflection of the foundationalism of each qual-
ity (polity and religion), mediated through the people who compose the two
foundational collectivities, each person ‘normally’ will only have one of each
of the two types of belonging: they will be members or citizens of one and
only one state, national community or nation, and they will be members or ad-
herents or practitioners of one and only one religion or subdivision like a con-
fession. The religious identity will in most cases be the one associated with
the state in question, but not always. Therefore, peoples (religious or political)
will have states that culturally embody and allow for the expression of a typical
or national way of life. Religions, largely overlapping but not isomorphic, will
also be ways of life and each of these communities, the religious community
and the national community, will be cohesive and integrated and thereby ‘prop-
er’, solid, stable, dynamic or simply put, healthy.

Having so stated this thesis, it must also be qualified because, as I have been
emphasizing from the outset of the analysis, while there has definitely been this
pattern of religions formation in relation with polity or state formation, there has
also always been much more going on, for most of which there is not sufficient
space for further discussion here. Two ways of now approaching this ‘much more
going on’ are, however, on the one hand, to look at what one can call the ques-
tion of religious minorities, and on the other, to examine religions under the ru-
bric of globalization and the globalization of religions specifically.
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The idea that there are such things as religious minorities is quite evidently a
key part of the picture that I have been painting: creating ‘dominant’ religions
implies the comparative existence of other religions that are not dominant
and, using the collectivity principle of what constitutes a religion, there will
therefore also always be religious minorities. This is not just or even primarily
in a numerical sense of counting heads, but more importantly in a ‘political’
sense of being marginalized, de-privileged, and even ‘not belonging’ (here). Cor-
respondingly, as the Westphalian system of states with their dominant religions
or dominant religious communities built itself up around the world over the last
centuries, each state thereby also created within itself, by default, religious mi-
norities. In a real sense, these religious minorities were indicative both of the ar-
bitrariness of this way of doing things as well as its ambiguity and indeed inter-
nal contradiction. Such minorities could be ‘confessional’: divisions of the
dominant religion that do not ‘belong’ in the particular state (but may or may
not belong in another state). They could also be minorities of other recognized
religions. Whatever the case, within the Westphalian logic, they called for an ori-
entation or policy with respect to them, thereby introducing, again almost by de-
fault, the idea of ‘toleration’ (or no toleration). Much like this word carries a cer-
tain negative connotation, it reflects the fact that in many cases, these minorities
were viewed in their various states in at best a neutral fashion, and often in a
very negative one, being called by such monikers as ‘dissenters’, ‘sectarians’,
or even ‘heretics’. One might even see the idea that religions have denominations
or confessions as itself an indicator of the constant insufficiency or instability of
this way of conceiving and structuring what we call ‘religion’. Nonetheless, as
this last example shows, the religious minorities, their idea and their concrete
reality in states, were also an outcome of the logic of the system, a constant
‘problem’ or ‘question’ perhaps, but not as such a symptom of the undoing of
Westphalianism or of its nonexistence in the first place.

3 The reconstruction of the religious system:
a post-Westphalian condition

The globalization of religions introduces another complexification. In this con-
text, one can again refer to the first two maps discussed above, the ones from
the nineteenth century drawn up by Christian Americans with an implicit or ex-
plicit ‘missionary’ bias (figs. 1 and 2). Those maps show not just the ‘imperialis-
tic’ or ‘colonialist’ aspect of the construction of these worldwide religious and
political systems, but also implicitly point to the fact, already adumbrated
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more than once, that religious boundaries — the boundaries of the religions, the
boundaries of their respective collectivities — were not and never were simply co-
terminous with political boundaries, even if the social construction of these re-
ligions did to a real extent depend on the simultaneous construction of the po-
litical entities, especially the modern states. This globalization of religions, in the
sense of global spread, was mostly an affair of the late eighteenth to twenty-first
centuries; and in its earlier stages it was mostly, but not entirely, a case of the
spread of one particular religion, namely Christianity and its various ‘confes-
sions’. The more partial globalization of Islam has its main temporal center of
gravity before this time, but also has a strong nineteenth and twentieth century
history (see e.g. Lapidus 1988).

The more recent chapters of this story, especially from the late twentieth and
into the twenty-first centuries, are seeing a much more complete geographic
globalization of most of the religions out of their erstwhile dominant geographic
heartlands; so much so that this development has brought about a new and in-
creasingly dominant concern among ohservers of the scene, especially including
academic or scientific observers, with the question of ‘religious diversity’ (see
e.g. Meister 2011). This concern with religious diversity is not only a reflection
of the geographic globalization of religions (including of course the physical dis-
placement of their ‘adherents’ through global migration). It is also a reflection of
the complexity of the story that I have presented here in greatly simplified form.
What has been going on in the development of religions over the last few centu-
ries is in fact not just the Westphalian patterns and modeling. There have always
been developments in the religious domain that have not been subsumed in this
Westphalian direction. This is the case not just with respect to minorities, but
also with respect to developments that did not and do not follow the boundaries
of the religions. These can perhaps be subsumed under such terms as ‘hybridi-
zations’ — which in many cases simply resulted in the construction of more reli-
gions, but not always — and what one might call ‘doing religion’ differently, even
though this ‘differently’ might not always be recognized or understood or enact-
ed as religion or one of the religions by its carriers or other observers. This points
to the idea and the possibility that current phases in the historical process of
globalization may actually be undermining the dominance of the Westphalian-
ism that I have been attempting to describe.

Above all, the globalization of religions loosens — but does not undo — the
Westphalian assumptions about the coordination of boundaries: religious and
political or societal. It does so especially in the sense that ‘diaspora’ or non-
‘heartland’ manifestations of any given religion are not thereby less authentic,
legitimate, or recognized by virtue of being reproduced outside those countries
with which a given religion is strongly associated under the Westphalian as-
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sumptions (Beyer 1998). What this multiplication of centers of authenticity — and
authority — accomplishes is that it challenges above all the ‘foundational’ as-
sumptions attributed to religion, as more religions locate in more places, espe-
cially those locations not hitherto associated with them in Westphalian fashion.
Belonging to a particular religion thereby comes to appear more and more ‘vol-
untary’ in the sense of optional for ‘national societal’ membership. As more and
more religions establish a presence in more and more countries, it can become
more and more apparent that there need be no close association between a par-
ticular religion, or at least a very small number of them, and the ‘health’ of a par-
ticular society. Indeed the conviction that ‘national societies need to be nation-
ally integrated’ itself can come under challenge. As Roland Robertson puts it,
this sort of ‘relativization’ of identities — at the national and by extension also
at the personal, individual level - is in fact a critical aspect or consequence of
more recent globalization (Robertson 1992). Intensifying communicative links
among all parts of the globe present a challenge to all particular local/national
identities, without thereby necessarily or even strongly undermining their possi-
bility. Such particular identities need, however, to be rethought and reconstruct-
ed over time. I hypothesize that this sort of challenge is one that we are currently
undergoing all around the world. Its outcome, of course, is not in the least bit
determined, any more than the contingent developments of earlier phases of
globalization were in some teleological sense determined by essential character-
istics of the historical globalization process.

What consequences would this relativization have for religious communities
or collectivities? While the contingency of this process disallows us from predict-
ing anything with any confidence, a few aspects can probably be foreseen. First,
overall, it likely will mean that the self-conception of most religions and their
religious communities will become more and more simply global, all the while
still recognizing historical centers of gravity in these self-conceptions. The ‘hous-
es’ or ‘doms’ of the religions may well trend more to becoming simply global, all
the while recognizing an increasing number of ‘local’ variations, which do not
necessarily have to be physically all that localized. This may mean not the reduc-
tion of subdivisions, of ‘confessions’, but rather their multiplication as the ‘dis-
cipline’ of the boundaries of regions and states becomes more and more attenu-
ated. Religious communities should thereby become more multi-local,
transnational, and global. This may eventuate into something like what José Ca-
sanova probably means by ‘global denominationalism’ (Casanova 2010).

Nonetheless, this new situation does not mean that the possibility of ‘na-
tional religious communities’ in Westphalian style cannot or will not continue.
They may weaken, they may strengthen; the latter possibility demonstrated
and forecast, for instance, in the late twentieth century rise and success of
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quite a number of religio-political movements at the state level: movements in-
tent on reasserting the national society/national religion bond, even under the
guise of seeming to question the legitimacy of the (secular) nation-state (cf. Juer-
gensmeyer 1993; Juergensmeyer 2008). In addition, however, and somewhat in
contrast to these two possible trends, we might also foresee the greater multipli-
cation of small, face-to-face and local religious communities that make little ref-
erence to either the national state or the global societal levels. These sorts of
communities have continued to exist all along in this historical process, but it
may be that the comparative decline of the Westphalian arrangements, at least
in terms of being the prevailing and relatively unquestioned pattern, will make
these micro-communities both much more common and much more visible to
us as observers.

More generally, under the heading of speculative ‘post-Westphalian’ trends,
attendant upon this more intense and different globalization that we have been
experiencing in the course of the last few decades, there are a few other devel-
opments in the realm of religious communities that we might intimate. As the
Westphalian model loses its dominance — but certainly not its concrete possibil-
ity and presence in most if not all areas of the world - it may be that not so much
entirely new trends will develop, but possibilities that have been marginalized
hitherto will become more prominent. One of these is the further development
of what one might call (local) religious cultures, which is to say ways of doing
what we call religion that have not been much observed as religion, or at
least not as religious, whether by outsiders or insiders. The cogent critique of
the idea of religion, and the world religions especially (see e.g. Masuzawa
2005; Mendieta 2001; Peterson, Walhof 2002), points in this direction, namely
that religion does not have to work this way, and that there is much in all soci-
eties that is perhaps religious but does not get observed nor structure itself as
differentiated religion. Such a trend might include the so-called ‘rise of spiritu-
ality’, about which much has been written lately (e.g. Batstone 2001; Heelas et
al. 2005; Houtman, Aupers 2007), the greater prominence of what sometimes get
called the ‘marginally religious’, or even the so-called ‘religious nones’: people
who may ‘belong’ to a religious community or not, but who in any case do not
perform much that would reproduce the religions, or do so only very occasion-
ally (Davie 1993; Kosmin 2008; Lim, MacGregor, Putnam 2010). Other trends
might be even more interesting. Two in particular, about which there is currently
a growing and controversial literature, are what are often called the ‘consumer-
ization’ of religion and the ‘mediatization’ of religion (Campbell 2010; Gauthier,
Martikainen 2013a; Gauthier, Martikainen 2013b). This is religion that genuinely
deviates from the hitherto dominant Westphalian forms (centered on such things
as exclusive and single religion involvement and identification) to make the
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practice of religion resemble more the consumption of products and services in a
marketplace rather than the faithful reproduction of an often national religious
community with clear boundaries and standard orthodoxies, orthopraxies, and
authorities. This is religion less like patriotism and more like shopping. Or it
could be religion that takes a form resembling more closely a mediated perform-
ance, including virtual on-line religion that transfers its collective structure to
the virtual sphere and, by that token, also to the highly individualized and per-
haps even anonymous level (Dawson, Cowan 2004). Again, this would be reli-
gion less like disciplined, mobilized, and patriotic engagement and more like ep-
isodic, if still very serious and perhaps very regular, program loyalty and
dedicated ‘watching’: moving from regular attendee to regular audience, as it
were.

4 Post-Westphalian structuring of religion:
some Canadian research

These observations are admittedly rather speculative, but I think there is at least
room for seeing these more recent developments, with intimations and starting
points often much earlier in recent history, as signs of changing times when it
comes to the imagining and structuring of religion, religions, and religious col-
lectivities or communities. To put flesh on these observations in a more concrete
fashion, I want now, in a final section, to look at some of my own research re-
sults on these and related questions in Canada. To do this, I have to begin by
presenting the extent to which Canada has formed a very particular example
of all that I have been talking about, both with respect to the historical construc-
tion of Westphalian arrangements, and with respect to the current and ongoing
challenging of those arrangements in light of the global developments I have just
discussed.

Canada as a country and a (nation)-state is a rather clear outcome and ex-
pression of modern globalization. It is a ‘settler’ society, the product especially
of seventeenth to twentieth century European migration of people, power, and
understandings. It has also been a very Westphalian state, with Protestant and
Catholic forms of Christianity dominating in every way, albeit not as formally ‘es-
tablished’ religion after the mid-nineteenth century. In the settlement process,
people who were culturally and religiously ‘too different’ were more or less ex-
cluded, kept out, and the ‘difference’ represented by indigenous peoples was
overrun and actively suppressed, at least until the late twentieth century.
Since the 1960s, things have changed, not totally, but gradually and significantly.
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After 1967 the doors to truly global migration were opened with, among other ef-
fects, an attendant increase in religious diversity: both intra-Christian diversity
and in terms of the world religions. The country officially and popularly consid-
ers itself multicultural and multi-religious, and recognizing and incorporating
the difference of indigenous peoples has increasingly become an important pri-
ority. The Canadian province of Quebec is somewhat of an exception, but more
as a variation on these themes than a clearly different case.

In order to try to better understand aspects of this situation of transforma-
tion, my colleagues and I have been conducting research primarily among the
second generations of post-1970 immigrants, a portion of the population that
can arguably be seen as the embodiment of these changes to the extent that
they are happening: the second generation is religiously and culturally very di-
verse, does not reflect the old Westphalian Canada, and yet is ‘from here’. In the
Canadian case they are also relatively young, having been born only after 1970.
Together with the larger post-1970 cohort, which we have also begun researching
on the same basis, they are arguably what Canada is becoming. The question we
asked of all of them is, how are they expressing religion in the context of a fac-
tually increasingly multicultural Canada?

In very summary fashion, this ‘up and coming’ Canada regards the country
as multicultural in its fundamental identity, and by that token also multi-reli-
gious, this latter in two senses. First, while recognizing both the historical dom-
inance of Christianity in Canada, and the continuing ways in which this religion
is still in some ways privileged as a result, generally the new generations consid-
er that all religions are, or are becoming, increasingly at home in Canada, includ-
ing the religion that each of them may be practicing. That is also and even espe-
cially the case for non-Christian religions. Second, however, most members of
the generation also recognize Canada as a now secular country in which religion,
in whatever form or expression, is (and for most, should be) a private and com-
munity affair. National identity and religious identity have little to do with one
another except, perhaps, in so far as to be Canadian is to be diverse. This diver-
sity includes the fact that one does not have to be religious at all: that identities
like atheist, spiritual and not religious, and marginally/eclectically religious are
just as Canadian as being Christian (in increasing varieties), Muslim, Jewish,
Hindu, Buddhist or ‘whatever’. It is also entirely possible and acceptable to be
multi-religious in whatever way one understands this idea. In this context,
large, let alone overarching, institutional religious structures are not part of
the picture. There is not, or at least should not be, any dominant religion or
even a dominance of religion outside personal and community life. Matters
are somewhat different in Quebec, but only to the extent that the ‘national’ iden-
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tity here is still strongly a French-speaking cultural identity that includes secu-
larism (laicité) and a continuing cultural presence of Catholic public symbols.

5 Conclusion

Overall, one can conclude from this research that religious communities in
Canada - at least to the extent revealed among these younger generations —
are following the trend toward smaller, more diverse, and horizontal egalitarian
communities, in contradistinction to large, dominant, and authoritatively hier-
archical communities that include a national, or even a subnational, religious
community to which all but minorities putatively belong. This is an example
of a post-Westphalian condition: one that is rapidly succeeding a previously
Westphalian condition of, if not a Christian Canada with an established religion,
then certainly one whose self-identity was foundationally Christian with a ‘shad-
ow establishment’ (Martin 2000).

Canada is in global context, of course, just one country, and a demographi-
cally rather small one at that. Nonetheless, I would suggest that it is one that at
least presents one variation on what is a larger, even global, trend toward the in-
crease of post-Westphalian circumstances when it comes to the role, form, and
importance of religious communities. The ‘old’ Westphalian forms are very
much still possible and actual in many parts of the world, but I would argue
that they are no longer the prevailing trend to which there are some exceptions.
Rather, the exceptions have not just become the rule, the rule is that all is excep-
tion, and that we have entered a fluid and uncertain era in the global formation
of religions, the religious, and religious communities.
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Subversive Spirituality: Political
Contributions of Ancestral Cosmologies
Decolonizing Religious Beliefs

Abstract: References to an indigenous spirituality pervade contemporary Meso-
american socio-political movements’ struggles. Indigenous peoples are preserv-
ing and recreating ancient traditions through the sociopolitical changes in which
they are immersed. Most of their demands, as well as their criticism of colonial-
ism, are rooted in ancestral cosmologies. A review of the demands and cri-
tiques expressed at the key meeting First Indigenous Women’s Summit of the
Americas are analyzed here. Salient philosophical and epistemological under-
pinnings will be analyzed taking as a source the diverse discourses, live presen-
tations as well as publications emerging from this ground-breaking first indige-
nous women’s meeting in Oaxaca, Mexico.

Keywords: gender duality, equilibrium, gender fluidity, embodied thought, col-
lectivity, earth interconnectedness, indigenous spirituality, eco-feminist theolo-
gy, decolonizing epistemology

The indigenous women’s movement has started to propose its own ‘indigenous
spirituality.” The basic documents, final declarations, and collective proposals
from the First Indigenous Women’s Summit of the Americas, as well as other
key meetings, reveal an indigenous spiritual component that differs from the he-
gemonic influences of the largely Christian, Catholic background of the women’s
respective countries. The principles of this indigenous spirituality also depart
from the more recent influences of feminist and Latin American eco-feminist lib-
eration theologies. The participants’ discourses, live presentations, and address-
es brought to light other expressions of their religious backgrounds.

Drawing on several years of interaction and work with women in Mexico’s
indigenous worlds, my intention in this essay is to systematize the principles
that have begun to emerge from a distinctive cosmovision and cosmology. Reli-
gious references to an indigenous spirituality are inspired by ancestral traditions
re-created today as the women struggle for social justice. The inspiration for their
fight for social justice is often anchored in these beliefs. They stem from ritual,
liturgical, and collective worlds of worship that, though often hidden under
Catholic Christian imagery, reflect a significant divergence from Christianity, re-
vealing their epistemic particularity. Working, as some authors have suggested,
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from ‘cracks of epistemic differences,” (Mignolo 2007, 111) I characterize the in-
digenous women’s movement as undertaking a ‘de-colonial’ effort. These
women are actively recapturing ancestral spiritualities in order to decolonize
the religious universes they were forced to adopt during the historical colonial
enterprise.

The First Indigenous Women’s Summit of the Americas was a United Nations
meeting that took place in December 2002. It was promoted and organized by a
collective of indigenous leaders of international reputation, such as Rigoberta
Menchi, Myrna Cunningham, Calixta Gabriel, and other regional indigenous
women from communities in the Americas. They were joined by Pauline Tiongia,
an elder from a Maori community in New Zealand. The meeting consisted of
around 400 indigenous women representing most countries and many indige-
nous communities.! In attendance were women from remote and isolated places
such as the delta of the Orinoco River in Venezuela, where there are no roads,
and the Amazon River basin. Prior to the summit, the organizers arranged a ser-
ies of focus groups designed by the Centro de Estudios e Informacion de la Mujer
Multiétnica (CEIMM) from the Universidad de las Regiones Autonomas de la Costa
Caribe Nicaraguense (URACCAN), Nicaragua’s indigenous university. The focus
groups’ methodology aimed at bringing together indigenous women representa-
tives of the whole region to foster discussions on five main areas of interest: 1.
spirituality, education, and culture; 2. gender from the perspective of indigenous
women; 3. leadership, empowerment, and indigenous women participation; 4.
indigenous development and globalization; 5. human rights and indigenous
rights.

1 There are numerous definitions of the term, ‘indigenous.” To give just a few examples, ac-
cording to Linita Manu’atu (2000, 80), writing on Tongan and other Pacific islands peoples:
‘Indigenous refers to the First Peoples who settled in Aotearoa (New Zealand), United States,
Canada, and so on. Other definitions that have been proposed are Tangata Whenua, First
Nations or simply the People’. According to Kay Warren’s writings on Guatemala, ‘indigenous ...
is itself, of course, a historical product of European colonialism that masks enormous variations
in history, culture, community, and relations with those who are considered non-indigenous’
(Warren 1998, 112). The UN ILO Convention, No. 169, specifies: ‘... indigenous communities,
peoples, and nations are those groups who have a continuous history that originates from earlier
stages to the presence of the invasion and colonization. Groups that develop in their territories or
part of it, and consider themselves different to other sectors of the society that are now domi-
nant. These groups are today subaltern sectors and they are decided to preserve, develop, and
transmit to the future generations their ancestral territories and their ethnic identity. These
characteristics are fundamental to their existential continuity as peoples, in relationship with
their own cultural, social, institutional, and legal systems’ (‘Movimientos étnicos y legislacion
internacional’, UN. Doc./ICN.41/Sub.2/1989/33 (1989), add.3 §4, in Rincones de Coyoacan 5,
February-March 1994. UN ILO Convention No. 169).
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The selected women were invited to gather and participate in several of
these preliminary focus groups around the region. During group interactions,
they expressed their own thoughts, perspectives, and experiences concerning
spirituality, gender, education, empowerment, development, and their relation-
ships to international funding and cooperation agencies. The groups’ discus-
sions, which were transcribed and lightly edited, constituted the basic docu-
ments for the summit meeting.

The importance of research led and designed by the same subjects, that is
objects, of research inquiry cannot be overemphasized. The asymmetrical
power relations between urban women and indigenous peasant women are evi-
dent throughout the Latin American continent. It is urban woman who have ac-
cess to higher education, professional positions, and economic resources. Usual-
ly, it is they whose voices, proposals, and projects for research find support. The
summit selected its participants from a pool of indigenous women who are po-
litical leaders: senators, ‘regidoras’, congresswomen, heads of social organiza-
tions, leaders of political grassroots groups. All these women had many years
of experience exercising political and social influence and leadership. The sum-
mit offered them a space where they could express their experiences and prior-
ities in their own voices, without the mediations and interpretations of the area’s
elite and hegemonic institutions. One of the main themes was ‘gender from the
indigenous women’s vision.” This was and is still a debated issue that has some-
times created barriers between mainstream feminism and the indigenous wom-
en’s movement. I had the privilege of being invited to be one of the few ‘non-in-
digenous’ women participants at the meeting and also a consultant for their
gender and empowerment documents. The organizers knew of my research on
early Mesoamerican cosmology and activist work and expressed the desire to
hear the opinion of a feminist who has respect for indigenous cultures.

The theme of indigenous spirituality was transversal and intersected with
every other issue addressed at the summit. A study of the documents from the
summit, voted on by consensus, reveals the priorities of the contemporary strug-
gles, concerns, and agendas of indigenous groups in the Americas. The docu-
ments see ‘indigenous spirituality’ as origin and motor for the re-creation of col-
lectivities and for the emergence of a new pan-indigenous, collective subject in
which women’s leadership is emerging and potentially growing, defining women
as outspoken, strong, and clear agents for change.?

2 ‘Indigenous women of different cultures and civilizations of Abya Yala should not forget they
are daughters of the land, the sun, the wind, and fire and their continuous relation with the cos-
mos element will strengthen their political participation in favor of indigenous women’ (Summit
2003, 67). “...this process is a joint effort among indigenous women of the different peoples,
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The term ‘indigenous women’ had no positive connotations as recently as a
few years ago. It had never been used to name a self-constituted identity by the
indigenous peoples themselves. Now, as I could observe, it is the token for a col-
lective subjectivity, a social actor that has been created by the indigenous
women themselves through their political and spiritual practices.

1 The modernity of ancient spirituality

The Latin American continent has long been known as a stronghold of Catholi-
cism. Even today, the Vatican counts Latin America as one of the regions that
boast the greatest numbers of Catholics in the world.?> Among indigenous social
movements, claiming the right to develop and define their own spirituality is a
novel attitude, yet one that is voiced with increasing intensity.* Beyond claiming
a right to food and shelter, a decent livelihood, and ownership of their territory
and its resources, the indigenous are turning an internal gaze toward their tradi-
tional culture. They are also daring to question the most ingrained sequels of
Catholic colonization, rejecting the contempt and disdain with which their spiri-
tuality, beliefs, and practices are held by the Catholic majority. We will see an
example of the mainstream Catholic perspective toward the indigenous peoples
in the ‘Message of the Bishops to the Summit’, below.

Despite conflicting perspectives held by scholars and other commentators,
the indigenous social movements are the most visible transformational force
in the Latin American continent (Gil Olmos 2000a). The indigenous peoples
no longer accept the image that was imposed on them from the outside. They
want to create their own identity; they refuse to be museum objects. It is not a
question of reviving the past. Indigenous cultures are alive, and the only way

among different generations, including non-indigenous women that support the effort of indig-
enous women’ (Summit 2003, 71). ‘...it is necessary that all women recognize themselves as
women at the spiritual level of our bodies, minds, knowledge, and experience’ (Summit 2003,
71). ‘Our political participation also requests that we reinforce and we be proud of the cultures
of indigenous peoples’ (Summit 2003, 67).

3 During the last 20 years, the percentage of Catholics has been decreasing consistently. In Mex-
ico, we see now that roughly only 82 % percent of the population identifies as Catholic in con-
trast to the 96.5 % of two decades ago. The main domain of Catholic believers had been the im-
poverished and dispossessed of Mexico. Among them stand the 62 distinct indigenous peoples
in the country.

4 This theme resounds around the world with other indigenous peoples. See the Maori claims
(Tuhiwai Smith 1999).
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for them to survive is to reinvent themselves, recreating their identity while
maintaining their differences (Gil Olmos 2000b).

The work of anthropologist Kay Warren offers insights into the genealogy of
the pan-indigenous collective subject. What Warren calls the pan-Mayan collec-
tive identity was forged out of the peoples’ need to survive the aggressions of the
state in Guatemala. As the distinct ethnic groups were threatened with cultural
annihilation, their guides, philosopher-leaders, formulated a collective identity
drawn from their inherited oral, mythic, and religious traditions. As Warren ex-
plains, the bearers of cultural wisdom began to set forth an ‘assertion of a com-
mon past which has been suppressed and fragmented by European colonialism
and the emergence of modern liberal states. In this view, cultural revitalization
reunites the past with the present as a political force’ (Warren, Jackson 2002, 11).
Whatever the possible explanations for the genesis of this pan-Mayan collective
social subject might be, it engenders a political collectivity, and one of its central
claims is often based on its own self-defined ‘indigenous spirituality.’

As for indigenous women,’ they are claiming this ancestral wisdom, cosmo-
vision, and spirituality. Theirs is a selective process. Issues within tradition that
constrain or hamper their space as women are being contested. Meanwhile,
those which have enhanced their position as women within their spiritual ances-
tral communities are held onto dearly, their survival supported and ensured by
the community.

Addressing the Mexican Congress in March 2002, Comandanta Esther, a Za-
patista leader from the southern Mexican state of Chiapas, expressed the con-
cern of indigenous women in this way: ‘I want to explain the situation of
women as we live it in our communities ... as girls they think we are not valuable
... as women mistreated ... also women have to carry water, walking two to three
hours holding a vessel and a child in their arms’ (Marcos 2005a, 103). After
speaking of her daily sufferings under indigenous customary law, she added:
‘T am not telling you this so you pity us. We have struggled to change this and
we will continue doing it’ (Marcos 2005a, 103). She was expressing the inevitable
struggle for change that indigenous women face, but she was also demanding
respect for their agency. They, those directly involved, have to be the ones to
lead the process of change. There is no need for pity and still less for instructions
from outsiders on how to defend their rights as women. This would be another

5 The summit included women originating from most Latin American countries, as we see in
the excerpts of their presentations and documents. That also means that we are looking at at
least a couple of hundred of ethnic groups/identities. They refer to the region as Abya Yala,
their own, reclaimed term to refer to ‘America’. This multiplicity of ethnic identities at the sum-
mit chose to refer to themselves as ‘indigenous women’.
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form of imposition, however well meant it might be. Comandanta Esther’s dis-
course should convince those intellectuals removed from the daily life of indig-
enous peoples that culture is not monolithic, not static. ‘We want recognition for
our way of dressing, of talking, of governing, of organizing, of praying, of work-
ing collectively, of respecting the earth, of understanding nature as something
we are part of’ (Marcos 2005a, 103). In consonance with many indigenous
women who have raised their voices in recent years, she wants both to transform
and to preserve her culture. This is the background of the demands for social jus-
tice expressed by indigenous women, against which we must view the declara-
tions and claims for ‘indigenous spirituality’ that emerged from the First Indige-
nous Women’s Summit of the Americas.

Among the thematic resolutions proposed and passed by consensus at the
First Summit, the following are particularly emblematic:

We re-evaluate spirituality as the main axis of culture (Summit 2003, 61).°

The participants of the First Indigenous Women’s Summit of the Americas resolve: that
spirituality is an indivisible part of the community. It is a cosmic vision of life shared by
everyone and wherein all beings are interrelated and complementary in their existence. Spi-
rituality is a search for the equilibrium and harmony within ourselves as well as the other
surrounding beings (Summit 2003, 60).

We demand of different churches and religions to respect the beliefs and cultures of
Indigenous peoples without imposing on us any religious practice that conflicts with our
spirituality (Summit 2003, 19).

2 What does Indigenous spirituality mean?

When I first approached the documents of the summit, I was surprised by the
frequent use of the self-elected term spirituality. Its meaning in this context is
by no means self-evident and hence needs to be decoded. It has little to do
with what the word usually means in the Christian traditions, in which I include
all denominations. When the indigenous women use the word ‘spirituality,” they
give it a meaning that clearly sets it apart from Catholic and other Christian tra-

6 Quotations from the Memoria, the raw materials and transcriptions from focus groups, and
documents from the summit vary in translation. Some of the documents are translated into Eng-
lish as part of the document, in which case the Spanish translation of a particular section has a
different page number from the English. In some cases, the Spanish was not translated in the
documents; this is particularly the case for the position statements, whereas the declarations
and plans of actions are often in both Spanish and English in the documents. Unless otherwise
noted, I am responsible for all translations.
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ditions that arrived in the Americas at the time of the conquest and the ensuing
colonization: ‘We indigenous Mexican women ... take our decision to practice
freely our spirituality that is different from a religion but in the same manner
we respect everyone else’s beliefs’ (Summit 2002a, 1).

This stance is strongly influenced by an approach that espouses transnation-
al socio-political practices. Indigenous movements and in particular the women
in them are being increasingly exposed to a globalizing world. The presence of a
Maori elder at the summit, as well as the frequent participation of Mexican in-
digenous women in indigenous peoples’ meetings around the world, have fa-
vored new attitudes of openness, understanding, and coalition beyond their
own traditional cultural boundaries. Through the lens of indigenous spirituality,
we can glimpse the cosmovision that pervades the worlds of indigenous women.

3 The bishops’ message at the summit and the
women’s response

Reports about the summit’s preparatory sessions, combined with the public sta-
tus of its main organizer, indigenous Nobel Peace Prize laureate Rigoberta Men-
cht, gained the attention of the Mexican bishops. They apparently feared that
the indigenous worlds, which they regard as part of their domain, were getting
out of control. Moreover, it was not only the indigenous peoples but the indige-
nous women who were taking the lead and gaining a public presence. There were
also rumors about so-called ‘reproductive rights’ being discussed on the sum-
mit’s agenda. Catholic authorities spoke out against indigenous agitation. They
felt pressed to send a ‘message’ and a warning:

The Summit touches on indigenous peoples’ spirituality, education and culture from per-
spectives such as traditional knowledge, loss and re-construction of collective and individ-
ual identities, and also from indigenous women’s spirituality from a perspective totally dis-
tant from the cultural and spiritual reality of the diverse ethnic groups that form our (sic)
indigenous peoples (Mensaje 2002, 2, my emphasis).”

This patronizing and discriminatory message was sent to the summit by the Com-
ision Episcopal de Indigenas, the Episcopal Commission for the Indigenous. The
message is paternalistic throughout. Its tone is one of admonition of and conde-
scension toward the indigenous ‘subjects.’ It assumes that rationality and truth

7 The bishops’ message is a MS given to journalists at the summit. It does not, unfortunately,
exist in a printed published format.
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are the private domain of bishops. They feel that it is their obligation to lead their
immature indigenous women subjects, that is, to teach them, guide them, and
scold them when they think they are wrong. The reader gets the sense that, to
the bishops, this collectivity of women is dangerously straying from the indige-
nous peoples as the bishops define them.

The indigenous women’s response, Mensaje de las Mujeres Indigenas Mexi-
canas a los Monseriores de la Comisién Episcopal de Indigenas (Summit 2002a)
emerged from a collective meeting within the framework of the summit.® In
this document, the thirty-eight representatives of Mexican indigenous commun-
ities expressed their plight in the following words:’

Now we can manifest openly our spirituality. Our ancestors were obliged to hide it ... It is
evident that evangelization was an imposition and that on top of our temples and ceremo-
nial centers churches were built (Summit 2002a, 1).

We Mexican Indigenous women are adults and we take over our right to practice freely
our spirituality that is different from a religion ... we feel that we have the right to our re-
ligiosity as indigenous peoples (Summit 2002a, 1-2).

We reconfirm the principles that inspire us to recover and strengthen reciprocity, com-
plementarity, duality, to regain equilibrium (Summit 2002a, 1).

Do not worry, we are analyzing them [the customary law practices that could hamper
human rights], because we believe that the light of reason and justice also illuminates us,
and certain things should not be permitted (Summit 2002a, 1).

This last sentence makes a veiled reference to centuries of colonial and post-col-
onial oppression. First the colonizers, and then the modern state, both with the
Church’s approval, denied the indigenous peoples the qualification of gente de
razon (‘people with the capacity of reason’). Even today, in some parts of Mexico,
this qualification is reserved for whites and persons of mixed blood.

As a voluntary, ‘only listening’ participant of this collectivity of thirty-eight
Mujeres Indigenas Mexicanas, 1 paid careful attention to all the discussions.
These speakers of several indigenous languages groped for an adequate Spanish
wording to convey the ideas sustaining their formal response to the monolingual
bishops. At one point, when I was asked directly what I thought about the use of
a particular term, I ventured an opinion. After they discussed it, they decided not

8 The summit included women from many Latin American countries. The Mexican Indigenous
Women’s Meeting was exclusively a meeting of Mexican women to which I was invited to partic-
ipate as a non-indigenous participant, to collectively draft the response to the bishops’ message.
Only in this meeting was I asked to give opinions and vote as a non-indigenous Mexican woman.
9 The document was produced collectively after hours of proposals and debate. It was finally
agreed on by a consensus vote, the only way to be truly ‘democratic’ among indigenous peoples.
Like the bishops’ message, it exists only in MS form and is not published in a wider format.
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to go with my suggestion. The significance here is that my opinion was treated
not as authoritative, but simply as worthy of consideration as any other. In
their own classification, I was a ‘non-indigenous’ supportive feminist. Fortunate-
ly, long gone were the days when an urban mestizo university woman could im-
pose an idea or even a word.

The women’s discussions were horizontally collective. The women present
represented the majority of the Mexican ethnic communities. Their native lan-
guages included Nahuatl, Tzotzil, Tzeltal, Tojolabal, Chol, Zapotec, Mixe, Maza-
tec, Mixtec, and Purepecha, among others. The gathering was an expression of
the new collective subject that is taking the lead in struggles for social justice.
Notwithstanding traditional ethnic divides among them, all the women involved
chose to emphasize their commonalities and identify themselves as Mexican in-
digenous women. Despite some language barriers, their discussions of ideas and
words have stayed with me. They struggled with Spanish as they forged the lan-
guage of their text. The editing of the document took all of us into the early hours
of the next day. It was finally passed by consensus, in which my vote as ‘non-
indigenous’*® counted as any other, as it should in a consensus building process.

In addition to the constraints posed by the multiplicity of their languages,
they expressed the deeply pressing dilemma of having to deal with a religious
institution that, in spite of its evangelical roots, has traditionally been misogyn-
istic, as well as, for the most part, culturally and ethnically prejudiced against
indigenous worlds. The insistence of the women on being adults (‘las mujeres in-
digenas mexicanas somos mayores de edad’) is a response to the assumption im-
plicit in the bishops’ message, namely, that not only women but also indigenous
peoples in general are minors and, as such, in need of strict guidance and rep-
rimand. The ecclesiastical message also implies that they, the (male) bishops and
archbishops, know better than the indigenous social activists themselves what it
means to be ‘indigenous’ in contemporary Mexico.

Considering the cautious reverence paid to Catholic authorities by most Mex-
icans — whether they are believers or not — the indigenous women’s response is a
significant expression of a newly gained spirit of autonomy and self-determina-
tion. The women’s declaration, in both tone and content, also speaks of the ero-
sion of the Church’s dominion over indigenous worlds. These poor, unschooled
women have shown themselves to be braver and less submissive than some fem-
inist negotiators.™

10 Cf. n. 9, above.
11 During several UN meetings of the reproductive rights network here in Mexico and in New
York, I consistently noticed that many feminist activists, journalists, and academic researchers,
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4 Decolonizing epistemology

Several authors have argued that decolonizing efforts should be grounded at the
epistemological level (Mignolo 2007; Tlostanova 2007; Marcos 2005b). When
speaking of the future of feminism, Judith Butler recommends a ‘privileging of
epistemology’ as an urgent next step in our commitments. She also reminds
us that ‘there is no register for “audibility” referring to the difficulties of reaching
out, understanding, and respecting “Other” subaltern epistemic worlds’ (Butler
2004).

The following analysis of some basic characteristics of indigenous spiritual-
ity is an invitation to understand it in its own terms. It is an effort toward wid-
ening the ‘register for audibility.” This deepening of understanding will facilitate
a less domineering and imposing relationship with women not only in society
and politics but also in the spiritual indigenous domains. As an indigenous
woman from Moloj Mayib’, a political Mayan women’s organization, complained
regarding her encounter with feminists:

they question us very much, they insist that we should question our culture ... what we do
not accept is their imposition, that they tell us what we have to do, when we have the power
to decide by ourselves. (I do not mean) ... that the feminist comes and shares tools with us
and we are able to do it: that she could support me, that she can walk by my side ... but she
should not impose on me. This is what many feminist women have done, be imposing
(Maria Estela Jocon in Summit 2003, 274 —275).

The opinion of this indigenous woman is confirmed by Gayatri Spivak’s critique
of ‘the international feminist tendency to matronize the Southern woman as be-
longing to gender oppressive second-class cultures’ (Spivak 1999, 407). A decolo-
nial thinking grounded in another epistemological stand is required.

5 A world constructed by fluid dual oppositions,
beyond mutually exclusive categories

To be able to comprehend contemporary ‘indigenous spirituality’, it is important
to review some of the tenets of Mesoamerican ancestral ‘embodied thought’

though not necessarily Catholic believers, manifested a mix of fear and respectful reverence
when in proximity of ecclesiastical garments and other paraphernalia of church officials,
which prevented them from effectively negotiating with the Vatican representatives, despite
their deep ingrained anti-clerical stand.
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which are often referred to in the summit’s proceedings (Summit 2003; cf. also
Marcos 1998).

Duality is the centerpiece of spirituality understood as a cosmic vision of
life.”? Duality — not dualism - is a pervasive perception in indigenous thought
and spirituality. The pervasiveness of a perception without equivalent prevalence
in Western thought could, perhaps, in itself largely explain the persistent barrier
to penetrating and understanding indigenous worlds.

According to Mesoamerican cosmology as present in many narratives
today,®® the dual unity of the feminine and masculine is fundamental to the cre-
ation of the cosmos, as well as its (re)generation, and sustenance. The fusion of
feminine and masculine in one bi-polar principle is a recurring feature of almost
every Mesoamerican community today. Divinities themselves are gendered: fem-
inine and masculine. There is no concept of a virile god (e. g. the image of a man
with a white beard as the Christian God has sometimes been represented), but
rather a mother/father dual protector-creator. In Nahua culture, this dual god/
goddess is called Ometeotl, from ome, ‘two,” and teotl, ‘god.” Yet Ometeotl
does not mean ‘two gods’ but rather ‘god Two’ or, better, ‘divinity of Duality.’
The name results from the fusion of Omecihuatl (cihuatl meaning woman or
lady) and Ometecuhtli (tecuhtli, man or lord), that is, ‘of the Lady and of the
Lord of Duality’.

The protecting Ometeotl has to be alternately placated and sustained. Like
all divine beings, it is not conceived as purely beneficial. Rather, it oscillated
— like all other dualities — between opposite poles and thus could be supportive
or destructive. In addition, a multiplicity of goddesses and gods entered into di-
verse relations of reciprocity with the people. Elsewhere I have dealt more com-
prehensively with the gods and goddesses of the Mesoamerican cosmovision
(Marcos 2006). Scholars recognize that the religiosity of the entire Mesoamerican
region is pregnant with similar symbolic meanings, rituals, and myths concern-
ing the condition of the supernatural beings and the place of humans in the cos-
mos. One of Mesoamerica’s most eminent ethno-historians, Alfredo Lopez Aus-
tin, refers to this commonality of perceptions, conceptions, and forms of
action as the niicleo duro, the ‘hard core’ of Mesoamerican cultures (Lopez Austin
2001).

Duality, defined as a complementary pairing of opposites, is the essential or-
dering force of the universe and is also reflected in the ordering of time. Time is

12 E.g. ‘..duality is a very important element in our cosmovision, it is important that duality is
inscribed in our spirituality because it is the main axis of our life’ (Summit 2003, 4).
13 Many examples of these narratives can be found in Summit 2003.
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marked by two calendars, one ritual-based and the other astronomical. The rit-
ual calendar is linked to the human gestation cycle, that is, the time needed
for a baby to be formed inside the mother’s womb. The other is an agricultural
calendar that prescribes the periods for cultivating corn. Maize (corn) is con-
ceived of as the earthly matter from which all beings in the universe are made
(Marcos 2006). Human gestation and agricultural cycles are understood within
this concept of duality, as are feminine and masculine, but dualities extend
far beyond these spheres. For instance, life and death, above and below, light
and dark, and beneficence and malevolence are considered dual aspects of
the same reality. Neither pole invalidates the other. Both are in constant mutual
interaction, flowing into one another. Mutually exclusive categories are not part
of the epistemic background of this worldview, whose plasticity is still reflected
in the way indigenous women deal with life and conflict. These women seldom
remain mired in a position that would deny its opposite. Their philosophical
background allows them to resist impositions and at the same time to appropri-
ate modern elements into their spirituality. Fluidity and selectivity in adopting
novel attitudes and values speak of the ongoing reconfiguration of their world
of reference.

The principle of fluid duality has held indigenous worlds together over the
centuries. It has been both concealed and protected by its non-intelligibility to
outsiders, and the indigenous world has guarded this ‘subaltern Other’ from in-
imical incursions into their native philosophical depths. The ‘hard core’ of indig-
enous cultures has been a well-kept secret. Even today, among many native com-
munities in the Americas, exposing this concealed background to outsiders is
considered a betrayal of the community.' It is only recently that the unveiling
has started to be done directly by the indigenous women themselves. From my
position as an outsider, I felt pressed to seek permission of Nubia, a Tepoztlan
Nahua indigenous leader, for whether I could interview her about her beliefs,
conception of duality, and ritual in the ceremonies of her village. She accepted
but did not allow me to ask my questions without her explicit previous agree-
ment. Presently, indigenous women and men are becoming vocal carriers of
their religious and philosophical heritage and have agreed to vocalize their her-
itage, to share it with the outside world. Only recently have they learned to use,
critically and autonomously, whatever knowledge has been collected about

14 Inés Talamantes, a Native American Professor of Religious Studies who does ethnography on
her own Mescalero Apache culture, once confided to me that she was forbidden by her commun-
ity to reveal the deep meanings of their ceremonies.
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them. The women explained that they want to ‘systematize the oral traditions of
our peoples through the elders’ knowledge and practices’ (Summit 2003, 62)."

6 Duality and gender

In the indigenous Mesoamerican world, gender is constructed within the perva-
sive concept of duality (Marcos 1998, 2006). Gender, that is, the masculine/fem-
inine duality, is the root metaphor for the whole cosmos. Everything is identified
as either feminine or masculine, and this applies to natural phenomena such as
rain, hail, lightening, clouds; living beings, i.e., animals, plants and humans;
and even to periods of time, such as days, months, and years (Lopez Austin
1988). All of these entities have a feminine or masculine ‘breath’ or ‘weight.” It
is evident, then, that this perception of gender corresponds to a duality of com-
plementary opposites, a duality, in turn, that is the fabric of the cosmos. Duality
is the linking and ordering force that creates a coherent reference for indigenous
peoples, the knitting thread that weaves together all apparent disparities (Queza-
da 1997; Marcos 1993).

The documents from the summit foreground and help to explain the concept
that duality is also a basic referent of indigenous spirituality:

To speak of the gender concept presupposes the concept of duality emerging from the in-
digenous cosmovision ...the whole universe is ruled by duality: the sky and earth, night and
day, sadness and happiness, they complement each other. The one cannot exist without the
other (Summit 2002b, 6).

Everything is ruled by the concept of duality, certainly, men and women (Summit 2003,
231).

Duality is something we live through, it is there... we learn of it within our spirituality
and we live it in ceremonies, we live it when we see that in our families women and men,
mother and father take the decisions (Candida Jimenez, Mixe indigenous woman, Summit
2002b, 6).

Yet, despite the reverential espousal of the ancestral concept of gender duality
and complementarity, contemporary indigenous women express some reticence

15 The elders in many indigenous communities, especially the Mayan ones here referred to, are
both women and men, depending on the areas where they are considered the maximum author-
ities. In the summit documents, we read the voices of women claiming that the elders be in
charge of systematizing their oral traditions; they are referring to women elders. Cf. Marcos
2006, ch. 8, considering the ethno historical recuperation of the Ilamatlatolli, discourses of
the old wise women in the Nahua region.
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and even rejection of some aspects of it. Their arguments are based on how it is
lived today in many indigenous communities. For example, in the document of
the summit dedicated to ‘Gender from the vision of indigenous women,” Maria
Estela Jocén, a Mayan Guatemalan wise woman, remarks that duality today,

is something we should question, it is a big question mark, because as theory it is present
in our cosmovision and in our customary laws, as theory, but in practice you see many sit-
uations where only the man decides ... mass media, schools, and many other issues have
influenced this principle of Duality so it is a bit shaky now (Summit 2002b, 7).

Alma Lopez, a young indigenous self-identified feminist, who is a Regidora in
her community, believes that the concept of duality of complementary opposites
has been lost:

The philosophical principles that I would recover from my culture would be equity, and
complementarity between women and men, women and women, and between men and
men. Today the controversial complementarity of Mayan culture does not exist (Duarte
2002, 278).

However, beyond the reticence or even outright negations of the contemporary
and lived practices of inherited philosophical principles, the indigenous
women are still claiming them, still want to be inspired by them, and propose
to re-inscribe them in their contemporary struggles for gender justice. They
deem it necessary not only to recapture their ancestral cultural roots and beliefs
but also to think of them as a potent resource in their quest for gender justice
and equity:

Today there are big differences between the conditions of women in relation to that of men.
This does not mean that it was always like this. In this case there is the possibility of re-
turning to our roots and recovering the space that is due to women, based on indigenous
cosmovision (Summit 2003, 133).

The summit document dedicated to gender has the subtitle: De los aportes de las
mujeres indigenas al feminismo, ‘The Indigenous Women’s Contributions to Fem-
inism’. In this portion of the document, too, the women cast off their role as re-
cipients of a feminism imposed on them by outside forces and instead proclaim
that their feminist vision has contributions to offer to other feminist approaches.
Among their contributions to feminism are the innovative concepts of parity, du-
ality, and equilibrium. The first paragraph explains that
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some key aspects from indigenous movements have to be emphasized. They are the con-
cepts of duality, equilibrium and harmony with all the implications we have mentioned al-
ready (Summit 2002b, 31).

It also proposes,

[t]o all indigenous peoples and women’s movements a revision of cultural patterns... with
the objective of propitiating gender relations based on equilibrium (Summit 2002b, 37).

Duality, equilibrium, and harmony are among the basic principles of their fem-
inist practices. Indigenous women claim that the demands for equality by other
feminist movements could better be interpreted within their spirituality and cos-
movision as a search for equilibrium.

7 Equilibrium as gender equity

Equilibrium, as conceived in indigenous spirituality, is not the static repose of
two equal weights or masses. Rather, it is a force that constantly modifies the re-
lation between dual or opposite pairs. Like duality itself, equilibrium, or bal-
ance, permeates not only relations between men and women but also relations
among deities, between deities and humans, and among elements of nature. The
constant search for this balance was vital to the preservation of order in every
area, from daily life to the activity of the cosmos. Equilibrium is as fundamental
as duality itself.

Duality, thus, is not a binary ordering of ‘static poles.” Balance in this view
can best be understood as an agent that constantly modifies the terms of dual-
ities and thereby bestows a singular quality on the complementary pairs of op-
posites that permeate all indigenous thought (as seen in the summit documents
and declarations). Equilibrium is constantly re-establishing its own balance. It
endows duality with a flexibility or plasticity that makes it flow, impeding strat-
ification. There is not an exclusively feminine or exclusively masculine being.
Rather, beings possess these forces in different nuances or combinations. The im-
perceptible ‘load’ or ‘charge’ that all beings have — whether rocks, animals, or
people — is feminine or masculine. Frequently, entities possess both feminine
and masculine capacities simultaneously in different gradations that perpetually
change and shift (Lopez Austin 1988).

The gender documents were direct transcriptions from the focus group dis-
cussions. The following rich and spontaneous evaluations of equilibrium express
the indigenous manner of conceiving gender equity:
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We understand the practice of gender perspective to be a respectful relationship... of bal-
ance, of equilibrium - what in the western world would be equity (Summit 2002b, 6).
Equilibrium means taking care of life ... when community values of our environment
and social community are respected, there is equilibrium (Summit 2003, 132).
Between one extreme and the other there is a center. The extremes and their center are
not absolute, but depend on a multiplicity of factors ... variable and not at all exact ... [Du-
ality] is equilibrium at its maximum expression (Summit 2003, 231).

Indigenous women refer to equilibrium as the attainable ideal for the whole cos-
mos, and as the best way to express their own views on gender equity.

8 Subversive spirituality (of immanence)

In the fluid, dual universe of indigenous spiritualities, the domain of the sacred
is all-pervasive. There are strong continuities between the natural and the super-
natural worlds, whose sacred beings are closely interconnected with humans
who in turn propitiate this interdependence in all their activities. Thus political
struggle is a part of their spiritual activities.

Enacting this principle, at the summit every single activity started with an
embodied ritual. The women from Latin American indigenous communities
woke up early in the morning. I was given a room on the second floor, directly
above the room of Rigoberta Menchd. The sounds of the early morning sacred
ritual were a reminder that I was hosted, for those days, in an indigenous uni-
verse. The processions and chants were led by a couple of Mayan ritual special-
ists: a woman and a man. We prayed and walked through the gardens and prem-
ises of the hotel where we were hosted. A fancy four-star hotel that had never
witnessed anything like this was taken over by the indigenous world. Nothing
ever started, at this United Nations meeting, without rhythmic sounds and
chants, without offerings to the four corners of the world of ‘copal’ (a sort of Mex-
ican incense), fruits, flowers, and colored candles. The sacred indigenous world
was there present with us; we could feel it. It was alive in the atmosphere and
within each of the participants. It was also in the flowers, candles, and fruits
and in the rhythmic repetition of words.

In striking contrast with indigenous spirituality, the dominant tradition in
Christian theology stresses ‘classical theism,’ defined as centered on a metaphys-
ical concept of God as ontologically transcendent and independent from the
world. This concept of God has met with increasing criticism, particularly
among eco-feminist and process theologians (Keller 1986; Gevara 2001). In indig-
enous spirituality, the relationship to the supernatural world lies elsewhere:
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The cosmic vision of life is to be connected with the surroundings, and all the surroundings
have life, so they become SACRED: we encounter earth, mountains, valleys, caves, plants,
animals, stones, water, air, moon, sun, stars. Spirituality is born from this perspective and
conception in which all beings that exist in Mother Nature have life and are interrelated.
Spirituality is linked to a sense of COMMUNITY in which all beings are interrelated and
complementary (Summit 2003, 128).

Ivone Gevara, a Brazilian eco-feminist theologian, recalls how an Aymara indig-
enous woman responded to Gevara’s theological perspective: ‘With eco-femi-
nism I am not ashamed anymore of expressing beliefs from my own culture. I
do not need to emphasize that they have Christian elements for them to be con-
sidered good ... they simply are valuable’ (Gevara 2001, 21).

Eco-feminist theology promotes complex and novel positions centered on a
respect for Earth and reverence for nature. Many indigenous women perceive this
feminist theology to be easier to understand and closer to the standpoint of their
indigenous spirituality than Catholic theism. These bridges between Christian
and indigenous spiritualities become more intelligible when we reflect on the
main characteristics that shape indigenous spirituality’s relationship to nature:
its divine dimensions, the personification of deities in humans, the fluidity be-
tween immanent and transcendent, and the fusion with the supernatural that
women can and should enact. There is no exclusive relationship to a transcen-
dent being called God; there is no mistrust of the flesh and the body; there is
sanctity in matter:

We recover indigenous cosmovision as our ‘scientific heritage,” recognizing the elders as
ancient carriers of wisdom (Summit 2003, 60).

Retomamos la cosmovision indigena o ciencia de los Pueblos indigenas, reconociendo a
los ancianos y ancianas como portadores de sabiduria ancestral ... (Summit 2003, 31).

That the indigenous women of different cultures and civilizations of Abya Yala do not
forget that they are daughters of the land, of the sun, of the wind and of fire and that their
continuous relation with the cosmic elements strengthen their political participation in
favor of indigenous women and indigenous peoples (Summit 2003, 63).

Que las mujeres indigenas de las diferentes culturas y civilizaciones de Abya Yala no se
olviden que son hijas de la tierra del sol, del viento y del fuego y que su relacion continua con
los elementos cosmogonicos fortaleceran su participacion politica a favor de las Mujeres in-
digenas y de los Pueblos indigenas (Summit 2003, 34).

The woman’s body, a fluid and permeable corporeality, is conflated with Earth as
a sacred place; they regard themselves as an integral part of this sacred Earth.
The spirit is not the opposite of matter and neither is the soul of the flesh.
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9 Embodied religious thought

According to dominant Western epistemic traditions, the very concept of body is
formed in opposition to mind. The body is defined as the place of biological
data, of the material, of the immanent. Since the seventeenth century, the
body has also been conceptualized as that which marks the boundaries between
the interior self and the external world (Bordo, Jaggar 1989, 4). In Mesoamerican
spiritual traditions, on the other hand, the body has characteristics that vastly
differ from those of the Western anatomical or biological body. In the Mesoamer-
ican view, exterior and interior are not separated by the hermetic barrier of the
skin. Between the outside and the inside, permanent and continuous exchange
occurs. To gain a keener understanding of how the body is conceptualized in in-
digenous traditions, we must think of it as a vortex, in a whirling, spiral-like
movement that fuses and expels, absorbs and discards, and through this motion
is in permanent contact with all elements in the cosmos (Lopez Austin 1988).

10 A spirituality of collectivity and the
interconnectedness of all beings

For indigenous peoples, then, the world is not ‘out there,” established outside of
and apart from them. It is within them and even ‘through’ them. Actions and
their circumstances are much more interwoven than is the case in Western
thought, in which the ‘T’ can be analytically abstracted from its surroundings.
Further, the body’s porosity reflects the essential porosity of the cosmos, a per-
meability of the entire ‘material’ world that defines an order of existence charac-
terized by a continuous interchange between the material and the immaterial.
The cosmos literally emerges, in this conceptualization, as the complement of
a permeable corporeality. It is from this very ample perspective that the contro-
versial term ‘complementarity’ should be revisited according to its usage by in-
digenous women. From their perspective, it is not only feminine and masculine
that are said to be ‘complementary,” but, as the Zapatista Comandanta Esther in-
sisted in her address to the Mexican Parliament, complementarity embraces ev-
erything in nature. She explained that Earth is life, is nature, and we are all part
of it. This simple phrase expresses the interconnectedness of all beings in the
Mesoamerican cosmos (Lopez Austin 1988). Beings are not separable from one
another. This principle engenders a very particular form of human collectivity
with little tendency to individuation. This sense of connectedness has been
found consistently within contemporary indigenous medical systems and also
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in the first historical primary sources (Lopez Austin 1988). The ‘I’ cannot be ab-
stracted from its surroundings. There is a permanent transit between the inside
and the outside (Marcos 1998). Lenkesdorf (1999) interprets an expression of the
Tojolabal language (a Mayan language of Chiapas): ‘Lajan, lajan aytik.’ The
phrase literally means estamos parejos (‘we are all even’), but should be under-
stood as ‘we are all subjects.” Lenkesdorf holds that this phrase conveys the ‘in-
tersubjectivity’ basic to Tojolabal culture.

‘Spirituality,” say the women at the summit, is born from this vision and con-
cept according to which all beings that exist in Mother Nature are interrelated.
Spirituality is linked to a communitarian sense for which all beings are interre-
lated and complement each other in their existence (Summit 2003, 128).

Among the examples of several pervasive spiritual and cosmological referen-
ces reproduced by the indigenous women of the Americas, this one seems to be
at the core: the interconnectedness of everyone and everything in the universe.
The intersubjective nature of men and women, interconnected with earth, sky,
plants, and planets. This is how we must understand the defense of the Earth
‘that gives us life, that is the nature that we are,” as Comandanta Esther ex-
plained to the legislators (Esther 2001). ‘Indigenous peoples’ spirituality,” the
summit document declares, ‘revives the value of nature and humans in this cen-
tury. The loss of this interrelationship has caused a disequilibrium and disorder
in the world’ (Summit 2003, 134). ‘A cosmic and conscious spirituality aids to re-
establish equilibrium and harmony ... as women we have the strength, the ener-
gy capable of changing the course for a better communal life’ (Summit 2003, 135).

Spirituality emerges from traditional wisdom, but the document also stresses
that, ‘we have to be conscious of the richness of the worldwide cultural diversi-
ties’ (Summit 2002b, 31). Here again, we perceive a characteristic of openness, a
‘transnational’ consciousness that has been influenced by women’s movements
and feminist practices.

Indigenous ethnicities are not self-enclosed but rather envision themselves
in active interaction with a world of differences: national, bi-national, and trans-
national. The international indigenous movements are building bridges all over
the world and gaining momentum. There is a growing transnational language of
cultural rights espoused by the ‘indigenous’ worldwide. They all acknowledge
the damage that diverse colonialisms have done to their worldviews and have
begun to echo each other concerning the value of recovering their own spiritu-
alities and cosmologies.'® In recent years, indigenous peoples have intensified

16 See Kepa 2006; Tuhiwai Smith 1999; Siem 2005; Palomo et al. 2003; Manu’atu 2000;
Champagne, Abu-Saad, 2005; Villebrun 2005.
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their struggle to break free from the chains of colonialism and its oppressive spi-
ritual legacy. Indigenous women’s initiatives to recover their ancestral religious
legacy constitute a decolonizing effort. Through a deconstruction of past captiv-
ities, they recreate a horizon of ancestrally inspired spirituality. They lay claim to
an ethics of recovery while rejecting the violence and subjugation suffered by
their ancestors within the religious and cultural domains. ‘We only come to
ask for justice,” the organized indigenous women have repeatedly declared.
Yes, justice is their demand: material, social, and political justice. They also
seek recognition of and respect for their cosmological beliefs as an integral
part of their feminist vision.
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Wouter ). Hanegraaff
Religion and the Historical Imagination:
Esoteric Tradition as Poetic Invention

Abstract: In this contribution, it is argued that the concept of ‘imagination’
should be restored to the status of a crucial key term in the study of religion.
More specifically, attention is focused here on the importance of the historical
imagination as an object of research (as distinct from its importance as a factor
in research) and its relation to strict historicity. The dynamics of the historical
imagination can be analyzed in terms of a double polarity: factuality versus
non-factuality and poeticity versus non-poeticity. Historical narratives with a
high degree of poeticity tend to be remembered and have an impact on readers
even if they are factually inaccurate, while narratives with a low degree of poet-
icity tend to be disregarded or forgotten even if they are factually accurate.
Against this background, four influential historical ‘grand narratives’ are ana-
lyzed: (1) the Renaissance and predominantly Catholic story of ‘ancient wisdom’
through the ages; (2) its negative counterpart inspired by Protestant polemics, re-
ferred to as the story of ‘pagan error’ through the ages; (3) the Enlightenment
story of progress through rational ‘Enlightenment’; and (4) its counterpart
more congenial to Romantic sentiments, the story of a progressive ‘education
of Humanity.” Such imaginative narratives have a strong impact because they
are able to engage the emotions, and hence we need to analyze how specific nar-
ratives afford specific economies of emotionality. Because religious grand narra-
tives are the reflection of highly eclectic types of historiography, they need to be
countered by an anti-eclectic historiography that does not sacrifice factuality to
poeticity. And yet, it is at least as important for historians to accept the task of
telling new ‘true stories’ about religion too: narratives that engage the imagina-
tion of their readers without sacrificing nuance, complexity, and factual
accuracy.

Keywords: imagination, historicity, poeticity, ancient wisdom narrative, pagan-
ism, Enlightenment, education of humanity, emotions, grand narratives

The soul never thinks without an image.
(Aristotle, De Anima IIL.7. 431 a 16)

As recently argued by Lucia Traut and Annette Wilke, the concept of imagination
has been strangely neglected in the modern study of religion and should urgent-
ly be restored to the status of a crucial ‘key term’ in our discipline (Traut, Wilke
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2015, 19. 60). They rightly point out that although scholars of religion are using
the term quite frequently, even in the very titles of monographs,! it tends to be
treated rather vaguely and without much theoretical reflection.? At present,
there is no general theoretical debate going on about the imagination, its nature,
its function, or its relevance to the historical, social, discursive, or cognitive di-
mensions of religion. There is no entry on ‘imagination’ in standard reference
works such as Mark C. Taylor’s Critical Terms for Religious Studies (1998) or
Willi Braun and Russell T. McCutcheon’s Guide to the Study of Religion (2000);
it is not a topic of discussion in Peter Antes, Armin Geertz and Randi Warne’s
New Approaches to the Study of Religion (2005); nor does it play a role of any sig-
nificance in Michael Stausberg’s more recent overview Contemporary Theories of
Religion (2009), and it is absent from the list of entries for Stausberg and Steven
Engler’s Oxford Handbook for the Study of Religion (2016). Clearly, modern schol-
ars of religion still see the imagination pretty much as a non-issue.

1 The imagination between caretakers and critics

I will be arguing in this article that the imagination should be promoted to the
status of a key topic in the study of religion. To illustrate its importance, let us
first take a quick look at the basic theoretical and methodological opposition be-
tween ‘religionist’ scholars and their critics. By religionists I mean scholars of re-
ligion in the tradition of Mircea Eliade and other intellectuals historically affili-
ated to the Eranos circle (Hanegraaff 2012, 277-314); by their critics I mean
modern scholars associated with organizations such as the North American As-
sociation for the Study of Religion (NAASR), or journals such as Method & Theory
in the Study of Religion. Their basic approaches are ultimately incompatible, and
both are highly influential in the study of religion as well as popular understand-
ings of religions, especially in the United States. As is well known, religionists
(the chief academic ‘caretakers’ of religion according to the well-known termi-
nology of McCutcheon 2011) tend to think in terms of mythical archetypes, uni-

1 Probably the best-known case is Jonathan Z. Smith’s Imagining Religion (Smith 1982). Other
examples mentioned by Traut and Wilke are Ronald Inden’s Imagining India, the notion of
‘imagined homelands’ in diaspora studies, and Benedict Anderson’s ‘imagined communities’
(Traut, Wilke 2015, 19). A quick search on Amazon for ‘imagination’ / ‘imagining’ and ‘religion’
is sufficient to demonstrate how often the terminology is being used in the titles of scholarly
books on religion.

2 There are, of course, exceptions. See e. g. Herdt, Stephen 1989; Shulman 2012; Pezzoli-Olgiati
2015; and Wolfson 1994, Wolfson 2011, Wolfson 2014 (cf. note 7).
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versal symbols, or a mundus imaginalis, and their entire conceptual apparatus
relies on their highly positive understanding of the imagination as a faculty of
knowledge that enables us to apprehend profound spiritual realities beyond
the reach of mere rationality or normal sense experience. In short, they assume
that the religious imagination is noetic, as it somehow puts us in touch with ul-
timate or deeper levels of reality. In sharp contrast, modern scholars in the ‘crit-
ical’ tradition typically argue, or assume implicitly, that gods, angels, demons, or
any other spiritual entities are obviously not real but exist only in the human
imagination. For them, the task of the scholar consists in piercing through the
veil of imaginative fantasies and illusions to get at the more fundamental social,
psychological, discursive, or political realities that actually explain religion. In
short, they believe that the religious imagination is not noetic but deceptive: it
prevents us from perceiving reality.

While scholars in the critical tradition clearly disagree with religionists
about how the imagination should be assessed and valued in the context of re-
ligion, one would therefore expect them at least to agree about its importance.
After all, if the imagination does such a good job at confusing religious believers
about the true nature of reality and making them believe in things that do not
exist, then should we not try to analyze that phenomenon in depth? As already
noted, however, that expectation is not borne out in practice. This is a remarka-
ble fact, for it suggests that although ‘critical’ scholars see themselves as stand-
ing in a rationalist and secularist tradition, they might not be aware of the cen-
tral role that the imagination played in the philosophical project of the
Enlightenment, from Thomas Hobbes and David Hume to Immanuel Kant. As
formulated by Mary Warnock in her classic analysis of this debate, Kant had
to draw the conclusion that

Without imagination, we could never apply concepts to sense experience. Whereas a wholly
sensory life would be without any regularity or organization, a purely intellectual life would
be without any real content. And this amounts to saying that with either the senses or the
intellect we could not experience the world as we do. The two elements are not automati-
cally joined to each other in their functions. They need a further element to join them. The
joining element is the imagination ... (Warnock 1976, 30).2

3 This is not to deny that Kant saw the role of the imagination in human cognition as a deeply
troubling fact. On his ambivalent attempts to minimize and obscure its importance between the
first and second edition of the Kritik der reinen Vernunft, and the significant differences between
how he discussed the imagination in his theoretical and his empirical writings, see B6hme,
Bohme 1983, 231 -250; Kneller 2007, chs 1 and 5; and cf. Wolfson 2014, 1 -2 n. 3 with further
literature.
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The intellectual foundations for this conclusion can be found already in Hobbes
and Hume. It was therefore the Enlightenment (and not Romanticism, as is often
assumed, cf. Engell 1981) that discovered the imagination as a faculty of the
mind that is crucial to our very capacity of apprehending reality and bringing
order to the chaos of sense impressions (Engell 1981, 3-10). To the best of my
knowledge, these conclusions have never been refuted.* Rather, what happened
is that they were expanded, reinterpreted, and taken into entirely new directions
by Romantic thinkers such as Schelling, Wordsworth and especially Coleridge,
who famously distinguished between the ‘primary imagination’ through which
all of us perceive the world around us and the ‘secondary imagination’ that is
central to artistic creativity and genius (Warnock 1976, 66 —130; Warnock 1994,
22-44). As a result of this development, we have come to assume, quite incor-
rectly, that imagination stands in contrast with rationality just as Romanticism
stands in contrast with the Enlightenment. I would argue, rather, that if religion-
ists take inspiration from Romantic speculation about the secondary imagina-
tion and its quasi-divine creative powers,® scholars in the critical tradition
should get more familiar at least with the Enlightenment argument concerning
the primary imagination and its central role in human cognition.

What we can learn from Hume and Kant is that the imagination is the pri-
mary reality of our mental lives as thinking animals. It is only by means of
our imaginative faculty that we are able to entertain ‘concepts’ and ‘ideas’ at
all. Precisely how the imagination accomplishes such miracles was a mystery
to Kant, and he despaired about ever resolving it: he called it ‘an art concealed
in the depth of the human soul whose real modes of activity Nature is hardly

4 See e.g. Clark 2013, 197 -199.

5 Perhaps partly for chauvinistic reasons, Coleridge’s obscure musings on the imagination have
received much attention particularly from British scholars. I would agree with Mary Warnock
that although the Romantic theory of imagination is certainly of great cultural and historical im-
portance, from a more technical and philosophical point of view it is far inferior to the British
empiricist and Kantian tradition. As Warnock notes, with a fine point of irony, ‘Instead of argu-
ments, we are presented with repeated statements, obscure, dark and perhaps profound. The
reason for this change, this tremendous deterioration in the rational climate, is that the sharp
distinction which Kant had drawn between what could and could not be known, between legit-
imate thought, and impossible, empty metaphysical speculation, had been done away with’
(Warnock 1976, 63 -64). For a fascinating discussion of how Coleridge’s understanding of
the imagination seeks to overcome methodological agnosticism in order to create the foundation
for a new kind of ‘Romantic Religion,” exemplified for instance in the sophisticated esoteric phi-
losophy of Owen Barfield, see Reilly 2006. Incidentally, Barfield’s crucial influence on J.R.R. Tol-
kien, whose famous theory of faerie (Tolkien 1966) is based upon the same foundations, makes
this lineage highly relevant to Markus Altena Davidsen’s research on fiction-based religion in the
“Spiritual Tolkien Milieu” (Davidsen 2014).
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likely ever to allow us to discover, and to have open to our gaze’ (Kant 1787, B
180 —181; Warnock 1976, 32). This might be a defeatist position, at least from con-
temporary perspectives, for it would seem that cognitive scientists are presently
rediscovering the fundamentals that were first uncovered by Hobbes, Hume, and
Kant. In their groundbreaking work on ‘conceptual blending,” Gilles Fauconnier
and Mark Turner observe that cognitive studies have long been led astray by the
insistence of twentieth century analytical philosophers that figurative thought
should be excluded from ‘core meaning.” This made them blind to the fact
that, in fact, ‘imaginative operations of meaning construction ... work at light-
ning speed, below the horizon of consciousness’ (Fauconnier, Turner 2002, 15).
Their conclusion is radical, and I would like to highlight it for special emphasis:

The next step in the study of mind is the scientific study of the nature and mechanisms of
the imagination (Fauconnier, Turner 2002, 8).

If Fauconnier and Turner are correct, then it is clearly time for us as scholars of
religion to get serious about establishing the imagination as a new key term in
our discipline as well.®

2 The historical imagination as an object
of research

The imagination is obviously a very large topic, with many potential applications
in the study of religion and other cultural domains (cf. Brann 1991). In this article
I will be exploring just one possible avenue: that of the historical imagination as
an object of research (and not, therefore, as a factor in historical research, impor-
tant and interesting though that topic certainly is).” My concern will be simply
with how religious actors imagine history — a question that, as will be seen, is
inseparable from the question of how they find meaning in it. Building upon

6 For a pioneering application of conceptual blending to the Nag Hammadi corpus, see Lund-
haug 2010; and cf. Davidsen 2016.

7 The ‘historical imagination’ has been on the agenda of historical method and philosophy of
history at least since Hayden White’s classic Metahistory (1973), and arguably already since R.G.
Collingwood’s work after World War II. The relation between fictionality and historicity has been
an object of vigorous debate in specialized journals and popular media; and even though these
heated discussions may ‘have given off more smoke than light’ (as remarked by Ann Rigney, Im-
perfect Histories, Rigney 2001, 5), at least the importance of the question is generally under-
stood by historians.
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the argumentative tradition of Hume and Kant, Mary Warnock has explained
why it is that ‘without imagination we could have no idea of past, present and
future’ (Warnock 1994, 88): that is to say, no idea of continuity in time. We
give meaning to this continuity by turning the succession of events into a
story: a narrative with a plot. However, this very operation is an extremely selec-
tive simplification that inevitably does violence to the infinite complexity of his-
torical events. Furthermore, whereas any story has a beginning, middle, and end,
history is different in that we all find ourselves in the middle of it and do not
know its end (Warnock 1994, 108). My concern in this contribution is therefore
not with history as such, but with religious actors who turn history into a
story, or impose a story upon history.

These stories are products of the historical imagination and, more specifical-
ly, of historical memory. Memory is generally considered a sub-class of the imag-
ination, as it allows us to picture what is no longer the case or what we are no
longer experiencing. Just as our individual sense of identity depends upon how
we remember our life (if we lose our memory, we literally no longer know who we
are), likewise our sense of collective identity depends upon how we remember
our common history. However, our memory is not a photographic plate. Like
all other forms of imagination, it is an active faculty that continually recreates
the past in the very process of preserving it. Just as we perceive the world ‘out
there’ only through the medium of our imagination, we perceive history ‘back
then’ only through the medium of our individual and collective memory. In
both situations, the medium causes us to see things that exhibit highly variable
degrees of accurate correspondence to the realities ‘out there’ or ‘back then.’

This leads me to Jan Assman’s concept of Geddchtnisgeschichte, or mnemo-
history (Assmann 1992; Assmann 1997, 6 —22; Assmann 2000). To explain my un-
derstanding of it — which is somewhat different from Assmann’s own (Hane-
graaff 2007, 112; Hanegraaff 2012, 375-378) — let me begin with a concrete
example. The sixteenth-century humanist Cornelius Agrippa (1486—1535/36)
was remembered for many generations as a black magician in league with the
devil, and among other things, this caused him to become a model for the figure
of Faust in Goethe’s famous tragedy. In fact, however, specialists know that Ag-
rippa was not only a philosophical skeptic but also a very pious Christian fideist
who saw unquestioning faith in Jesus Christ as the only reliable foundation for
true knowledge and salvation (van der Poel 1997). At first sight, we might be
tempted to think of these two conflicting pictures as ‘the Agrippa of the imagi-
nation’ versus ‘the Agrippa of history,” but this would be correct only in a very
rough and imprecise sense. It is more accurate to say that while any picture of
Agrippa exists only in our historical imagination, Agrippa the black magician
displays a relatively high degree of non-factuality, whereas Agrippa the skeptic
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and Christian fideist displays a relatively high degree of factuality. Factuality and
non-factuality may then be seen as theoretical polarities between which a narra-
tive can be located:

Historical Imagination

A

“pious Christian” “black magician”

Factuality

Fig. 1

The worrying fact from a historian’s perspective is that the Agrippa that tends to
be remembered is the relatively non-factual one, for the simple reason that he
makes a good story — one that displays a relatively high degree of poeticity.®
By contrast, the relatively historical Agrippa tends to be forgotten because his
story displays a relatively low degree of poeticity. His memory is typically pre-
served only by specialized historians writing for a limited academic audience.

This example was chosen to illustrate the concept of mnemohistory, which
may be defined as ‘the history of how we remember the past,” as opposed to
the history of ‘what actually happened in the past.” The relevance of this distinc-
tion lies in the fact that it is ultimately grounded in the inherent paradoxality of
the imagination — a deeply puzzling feature that goes to the heart of what the
imagination is all about and may be the chief reason why philosophers tend

8 I am grateful to Markus Altena Davidsen for convincing me of the need to break up my orig-
inal notion of ‘fictionality’ into two component parts. As Davidsen pointed out to me, fictionality
can mean either non-factuality or poeticity (i.e. those patterns that are needed for a ‘good
story’), and these should be distinguished because ‘factuality draws the historical imagination
towards absolute referentiality/accuracy, but poeticity does not draw it towards absolute non-ref-
erentiality/non-factuality’ (Davidsen, personal communication, November 27, 2015).
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to find it so problematic.’ The imagination never shows us the world ‘out there’
or ‘back then’ otherwise than by creating it for us in our mind, which is just an-
other way of saying that it only shows us things by deceiving us about them, or
reveals them only by concealing them from our gaze. Now if we focus on one
horn of this dilemma and emphasize the deceptive side of the historical imagi-
nation, this will inspire us to pierce through the veil of historical fantasies in
order to discover (in the famous words of Leopold von Ranke) wie es eigentlich
gewesen, how things really were. This is the post-Enlightenment project of classic
historical criticism, or critical historiography, which concentrates on investigat-
ing the primary sources in meticulous detail and is bound to conclude (if we
stick to our example) that Agrippa was not a black magician at all, but a philo-
sophical skeptic and fideist Christian. Here we are dealing with the classic func-
tion of historiography as an instrument of Entmythologisierung.

I cannot emphasize enough that, in my opinion, such critical historiography
is indispensable as the foundation for any serious historical research project, in
the field of religion as well as anywhere else. Without it, we are building our
houses on sand. But essential as it may be, it is structurally incomplete: it
must be complemented by the practice of mnemohistory or, more precisely, mne-
mohistoriography (Hanegraaff 2012, 375-376). Here are we dealing with the
other horn of the dilemma. It is true that the imagination (like memory) is ulti-
mately deceptive; however, it is ultimately revelatory as well, for it is only
through these deceptions that we are able to apprehend reality at all! The imag-
ination discloses the world to us in the form of creative inventions that must be
studied for their own sake; and this is true for the world of realities ‘out there’ as
well as of realities ‘back then.” Perhaps most important of all, it is naive to as-
sume that the creative products of the historical imagination simply stand
over against the objective facts of history — on the contrary, they find themselves
among those facts and can be studied as such. To return to our example: the mul-
tiple distortions, misunderstandings, and creative inventions about Agrippa (in
short, everything — whether false or correct — that pertains to how Agrippa
has been perceived) are fully part of wie es eigentlich gewesen. One might even
argue that, as far as Agrippa’s historical impact is concerned, these fantasies
are ultimately more relevant and important than his ‘real’ identity known only
to a few specialists. In sum, mnemohistory focuses on Agrippa as imagined
and remembered. Accordingly, a mnemohistoriographical analysis of Agrippa

9 For particularly profound and complex analyses of the religious imagination and its inherent
paradoxality, see the oeuvre of Elliott Wolfson, e.g. 1994, 204 —-214 et passim; Wolfson 2011,
109 - 142 et passim; Wolfson 2014, 1—-13 et passim.
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will describe in meticulous detail how the chain of imaginative reconstructions
has developed through time. Whereas Jan Assmann seems to think of mnemohis-
tory as an independent pursuit, I would insist that history and mnemohistory
must always be practiced in dialectical interaction.

3 Example 1: The story of ancient wisdom

In the rest of this article, I will focus on the role of the historical imagination in
my own field of specialization, Western esotericism. My concern is with the lon-
gue durée of a series of historical currents, ideas, and practices from late antiq-
uity to the present that share at least one thing in common: the simple fact that
they were discredited and marginalized in scholarly research since the period of
the Enlightenment and therefore ended up in a vaguely defined no-man’s land
beyond the established academic disciplines. In other words, as I have tried to
explain elsewhere (Hanegraaff 2012), the materials that we now categorize
under the rubric of ‘Western esotericism’ can be characterized as the historical
casualties of Enlightenment discourse: they represent everything (e.g. ‘magic,’
‘occult philosophy,” ‘superstition,” ‘the irrational,” or even simply ‘stupidity’)
that the intellectual elites and the emerging academy perceived as incompatible
with their own agendas of modern science and rationality and against which
they therefore defined their own identity. This means that the field can be de-
fined as the Enlightenment’s polemical Other, because it stands for the sum
total of discredited or rejected knowledge that Enlightenment thinkers felt they
needed to discard in the interest of modern science, reason, and progress.
That agenda was expressed with particular clarity by the nowadays forgotten
Enlightenment pioneer in the history of philosophy Christoph August Heumann.
In his Acta Philosophorum (the very first professional journal devoted to history
of philosophy), he wrote in 1715 that all these fake or pseudo philosophies
should be dumped ‘into the sea of oblivion’ (das Meer der Vergangenheit) to
be forgotten forever. Following an argumentative logic of destruction reminiscent
of the recent assault by ‘Islamic State’ on Palmyra and other monuments of
‘pagan’ antiquity (Hanegraaff 2015), he argued that no documentary source of
these ‘superstitious idiocies’ should be preserved in libraries and archives.
Their very memory had to be erased from collective consciousness (Heumann
1715, 209-211; see Hanegraaff 2012, 132-133). This comparison with the
human and cultural tragedy that is currently unfolding in the Middle East is
not just random but based upon a true parallel: these Enlightenment polemics
were built directly upon the struggle of monotheist religions, Christianity in par-
ticular, and Protestantism even more in particular, with the late Hellenistic com-
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plex of a broadly Platonizing religion and philosophy that may conveniently be
referred to here as ancient paganism and which was understood as deeply infect-
ed by idolatry (cf. Hanegraaff 2005; Hanegraaff 2007). For Protestant thinkers in
particular, quite similarly to how ‘Islamic State’ looks at pagan remains, these
traditions came from the devil and should be destroyed.

More specifically, and crucial to my argument here, the Enlightenment po-
lemic was a secularist reformulation of the early modern Protestant attack on
an extremely influential historical narrative that can be defined as Platonic Ori-
entalism (Walbridge 2001; Hanegraaff 2012, 12—17).2° We are dealing here with an
extremely powerful historical narrative that has been operative in Western con-
sciousness since the Patristic period and was formulated in explicit programmat-
ic terms during the Italian Renaissance. Here it will serve as my first example of
the poeticizing historical imagination and the construction of cultural memory.
In what follows, I will deliberately try to present it not as an argument about his-
torical events, but as a story (before reading on, please read this footnote).!

Once upon a time, in very ancient days long before the birth of Christianity, the Light of true
spiritual wisdom began to shine in the East. Some say it all started in Egypt, with Hermes Tris-
megistus; others say it began with Zoroaster in Persia; yet others say that it originated with
Moses among the Hebrews. But wherever its ultimate beginning may have been, its true
source was God himself, who caused the Light of wisdom to be born in the darkness of
human ignorance. The Light now began to spread, carried forward through the ages by a
long succession of divinely inspired teachers, until it finally reached Plato and his school in
Athens. Now Plato was much more than just a rational philosopher: he was a divinely inspired
teacher of wisdom. His dialogues did not present any new and original message either: they
merely reformulated the ancient and universal religion of spiritual Truth and Light. Hence-
forth the true wisdom was carried forward by a succession of Platonic teachers and philoso-

10 Of course, this terminology cannot fail to evoke associations in any reader’s mind (or more
precisely, in his/her imagination!) with Edward Said and postcolonial theory, but for our present
purposes it will be useful to bracket those associations. In my opinion, Said’s Orientalism
should be interpreted as a limited nineteenth century subset of a much larger historical phenom-
enon in which Platonic Orientalism plays a very major role; but that argument would lead us far
beyond the scope of this article.

11 At this point we are confronted with the inherent limitations of a standard academic format.
The present article is based upon a keynote lecture delivered at the Congress of the International
Assocation for the History of Religion, Erfurt (Germany), 25 August 2015. Having asked my au-
dience to ‘sit back and enjoy the story,” I deliberately abandoned the ‘neutral’ tone of voice that
is appropriate for an academic lecture and did my best to shift to the more dramatizing style of a
storyteller (trying to take some inspiration, here and there, from Galadriel’s voice at the begin-
ning of Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings). I accompanied the story with an elaborate series of
Powerpoint slides, consisting only of images to the storyline. Readers of the present article
are kindly invited to try and read the story in a similar manner.
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phers, and this tradition finally culminated in the religion of Jesus Christ. When Christianity
began to conquer the world, this should have been the glorious fulfilment of the ancient divine
revelation. However, something went terribly wrong. The Christian message was perverted and
misunderstood. As the Church was triumphant over its opponents, Christians were progres-
sively blinded by power and the pursuit of worldly pleasures. And so, because of their impur-
ity, they slowly lost touch with the ancient core of all true religion. They no longer understood
that the gospel was meant to be the culmination and fulfilment of pagan wisdom. Instead,
they began to see all pagans as their mortal enemies — practitioners of idolatry and worship-
ers of demons, dangerous agents of darkness who must be annihilated in God’s name. The
Platonic philosophers themselves, and their ancient Oriental predecessors (those who had
been the first carriers of the Light) were now perceived as teachers of the dark arts instead.
And so it was that the ancient wisdom declined and its true nature was forgotten. There came
a time when the leaders of the Church themselves had descended to the level of common crim-
inals, and the very institution of the Church had become an embarrassment to all true Chris-
tians. It was at this darkest moment of history, when all seemed lost, that God himself inter-
vened, and after the long darkness of Winter, a new Spring arrived. By the mysterious
workings of Divine Providence, the manuscripts of Plato and the ancient teachers of Oriental
Wisdom were rediscovered and restored to the light of day. They traveled all the way to Italy,
the heartland of the Church, and were translated into Latin and the vernacular languages. Just
when they were most needed, due to the miracle of printing, all the sources of ancient wisdom
could now be read and studied by the multitudes, more widely than could ever have been im-
agined at any previous period of time. And so it is that at this darkest moment of decline and
forgetfulness, God reminded humanity of the true sources of Wisdom, Truth, and Light. Surely
this is the beginning of a new Reformation that will purge the Church of its errors and usher in
a New Age of the Spirit. Behold the Golden Times are returning!

This is the essential story that Italian humanists such as Marsilio Ficino and his
many followers were telling themselves and their readers by the end of the fif-
teenth century (Hanegraaff 2012, 5-53). It is crucial to my argument to be
clear about the high drama and emotional appeal of which a historical narrative
such as this is capable — especially if it is told not with a stance of academic dis-
tance and irony, but with the moral force and commitment of a narrator who
shows his sympathy with the ‘Lightbearers’ and their journey through history.
In discussing such narratives as scholars, we sometimes risk forgetting that we
are not just dealing with a theory, a theological doctrine, or an intellectual argu-
ment about history — in short, with something that neatly fits our own preferred
order of academic discourse. The narrative may contain, or refer to, all those el-
ements; but at the most basic level we are dealing with a story that is meant to
speak directly to the imagination and engage the emotions. I want to insist that
this is not a trivial observation. The core narrative of Ancient Wisdom had a very
strong impact on the historical imagination of mainstream intellectuals from the
fifteenth to at least the eighteenth century, and after its decline in mainstream
academic discourse, it has continued to do so in esoteric milieus up to the pres-
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ent. Its remarkable power to influence discourse can certainly not be explained
just by the rational arguments or historical evidence that its defenders have tried
to muster in support. First and foremost, that power resides in the fact that it is a
good story that appeals to the imagination and engages the emotions. Its poet-
icity is crucial to understanding its appeal.

So what is it that makes this a good story? Or formulated in more technical
language, what are the chief ‘affordances’ (Davidsen 2014, 96 —104) that make it
possible, even likely, for such a historical narrative about Ancient Wisdom to be
accepted by readers as plausible and persuasive? We should distinguish here be-
tween religious and historical plausibility. With reference to the example at
hand, if readers find it religiously plausible this means that they are willing to
assume that the spiritual Light is real and valuable, whereas if they find it histor-
ically plausible this means that they are willing to assume that events happened
basically the way the story tells us they happened. While there is a logical hier-
archy between the two (the Light could exist without the story but the story could
not exist without the Light), it seems to me that the story’s religious plausibility
does not depend on its historical plausibility (one does not assume there is a spi-
ritual Light because things happened the way they happened), nor that its his-
torical plausibility depends on its religious plausibility (one does not assume
things to have happened the way they happened because there is a spiritual
Light). Rather, it would seem that religious and historical plausibility here
both depend on the power of the story as such: one is willing to assume that
there is a Light, and that this is how it has been carried forward through history,
simply because the story has such an appeal. So why does it? This is a question
that must ultimately be answered in terms of basic human psychology; and in
order to answer it, we will need an empirical psychology of the imagination,
the emotions, and their mutual interaction.

As far as I can see, the story of Ancient Wisdom has two chief affordances in
view of its religious and historical plausibility, and these should be at the center
of such a psychological analysis:

(1) It is marked by a clear ethical dualism, formulated not just in the some-
what abstract and always debatable terminology of ‘good’ versus ‘evil’ but vi-
sualized directly as a battle of Light against Darkness. If the story succeeds in
engaging its listeners, they will identify with the Lightbearers who have been
working so hard to keep the true knowledge alive, while feeling negative emo-
tions (sadness, defiance, anger) about the forces of darkness and ignorance.

(2) Successive historical events are framed as a journey or adventure through
history, in which the protagonists suffer all kinds of setbacks but also experience
unexpected moments of salvation. If the story appeals to us, then we are glad to
watch the sages carrying on the Light and handing it over to their successors
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from generation to generation; we are shocked, disappointed, and worried when
the mission is betrayed by those who should have known better; we are appalled
at the blindness of those who oppose the Light; we feel we want to come to the
rescue of the Lightbearers who are so unjustly accused; we feel greatly relieved
at the unexpected arrival of help from above; and we are inspired by hope that
the forces of darkness and ignorance will not have the final word but the Light
will prevail.

4 Example 2: The story of pagan error

Having made these suggestions, let us now move on to a second example of the
poeticizing historical imagination and the construction of cultural memory.
Against the Renaissance narrative of Pagan Wisdom we find an equally influen-
tial counter-narrative of Pagan Error. It originated among Roman Catholic critics
of Platonism such as Giambattista Pico della Mirandola and polemicists against
witchcraft such as Johann Weyer, gathered momentum with Counter-Reforma-
tion intellectuals such as Giovanni Battista Crispo, and became central to the
frontal Protestant assault on Platonic Orientalism during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries (Hanegraaff 2012, 77-152). The basic storyline goes as fol-
lows (and again, it is helpful to try and imagine it as dramatically as possible):

Far from being teachers of wisdom, the pagan sages of the ancient Orient (Zoroaster, Hermes,
Pythagoras, Plato and his followers) were teachers of darkness. They were in league with evil
demons, the false gods of the heathens, who taught them the arts of magic and expected to be
worshiped in hideous rites of idolatry. Far from being a preacher of Egyptian wisdom, Moses
was elected to liberate the Jewish people from the darkness of Egyptian paganism. The true
religion of the One God began with him, and finally culminated in Christianity. However [just
as in the Ancient Wisdom narrative], something went terribly wrong at that point. In their ef-
forts to explain the gospel in doctrinal terms, the Fathers of the Church began making use of
the so-called philosophy of Plato. Seduced by the eloquence of the Platonic authors, who
could speak so beautifully about God as the One source of Being from whom everything
had flown forth, they did not realize that they were allowing the Christian message to get in-
fected by the virus of pagan error: a religion of emanation that rejected the creatio ex nihilo
and undermined the need for faith in Jesus Christ by suggesting that everyone could find the
truth in himself. This is how the Christian message came to be poisoned by pagan errors that
caused the Church of Christ to be slowly transformed into the Church of Antichrist. However,
at the time of deepest darkness, when the church was ruled by criminals and even the original
pagan texts were freely disseminated like never before, God sent Martin Luther to remind
Christians of the true message and purify the Church of its pagan errors. In their battle against
the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church, the Reformers are really fighting against the de-
monic forces of darkness that had succeeded in extinguishing the light of the gospel and had
replaced it by the false doctrines of Platonic and ancient Oriental paganism. Only when Chris-
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tianity will be fully purged from the darkness of pagan idolatry will the light of the Gospel be
triumphant.

Clearly, this Protestant story is a perfect mirror image of the earlier one. The
teachers of light have become teachers of darkness; the so-called pagan wisdom
is exposed as pagan error; Platonic philosophy is not the cure for Christianity but
the cause of its decline; the rediscovery of ancient Oriental and Platonic manu-
scripts in the Italian Renaissance is not a divine intervention but an ultimate at-
tempt by the devil to pervert the minds of Christians; and the Reformation of the
Church does not imply a rediscovery of ancient pagan wisdom but, on the con-
trary, requires its final destruction.

Again, it is a very good story. As far as I can tell, its most important affordan-
ces are still the same: a sharp ethical dualism of darkness and light, and the no-
tion of a journey or adventure through history that has many setbacks but should
culminate in a happy end. The difference between the two stories clearly lies in
their radically opposed valuations of ancient Hellenistic paganism in general
and Platonic Orientalism more in particular, but also in the basic emotions to
which they make an appeal (a point to which I will return below). The Ancient
Wisdom narrative and the Protestant counter-narrative can be seen as model sto-
ries that allow many variations. In contemporary New Age culture, for instance,
it is easy to see how the Renaissance model of Platonic Orientalism has morphed
into a wide variety of popular esoteric and New Age narratives about the ancient
tradition of spiritual wisdom carried on through the ages by lightbearers or light-
workers, ascended masters or mahatmas, who are patiently trying to awaken
human beings to their inner divinity. In the world of Evangelicals and Christian
fundamentalists, on the other hand, we encounter endless variations on the Prot-
estant counter-narrative about the battle against the very real demonic forces of
the occult.

I have been arguing that stories such as these — emotion-laden inventions of
the historical imagination — may ultimately be more fundamental to how religion
functions than verbal discourse. Critics might want to argue that it is possible to
understand imaginative formations as falling within the domain of discourse, but
I suggest that it is rather the other way around: human discourse falls within the
wider context of the historical imagination. Linguistic signs, verbal communica-
tion, and so on, are embedded in pre-verbal thought that operates through im-
ages. We see things before we start talking about them. We are not telling stories
about abstract words or concepts but about how we perceive reality in our
minds. This reality may correspond either to the world that presently surrounds
us (the world ‘out there’) or to the remembered world of the past (the world ‘back
then’), but in either case we perceive it only through the imagination.
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5 Examples 3 and 4: The stories of
enlightenment and the education of humanity

To expand the scope of analysis, I will proceed with two more examples of the
poeticizing historical imagination and the construction of cultural memory. My
third example is the classic ‘grand narrative’ of rationality and scientific progress
that underpins the projects of Enlightenment and Modernity. Interestingly, it
turns out to be a mixture of the two previous narratives. The storyline is familiar,
and goes as follows:

Once upon a time, in ancient Greece, the light of Reason began to shine. Rather than believing
blindly in imaginative fables about the gods or accepting the dictates of priestly elites, philos-
ophers began to think for themselves and draw their own conclusions from direct observation
of the physical world. They began to build a rational worldview in harmony with the experi-
ence of the senses. In doing so, they were trying to liberate their fellow humans from the reac-
tionary forces of mystical obscurantism, magical superstition, and religious prejudice, insist-
ing on free inquiry and the quest for rational understanding. Due to their efforts, the Light of
Reason began to spread. But then a new religious power emerged to oppose them: that of
Christianity and its doctrine of salvation through Jesus Christ alone, supported by irrational
trinitarian doctrines and assisted by a powerful priestly hierarchy that sought to suppress
the freedom of the human spirit. The result was a new Dark Age of ignorance and superstition
that lasted many centuries. Only with the Renaissance revival of classical learning did Reason
begin to make its comeback, assisted by the Reformation and its success in breaking the he-
gemony of the Church. As scientists began to discover the true laws of nature, thereby dem-
onstrating the absurdity of religious prejudice, Reason finally triumphed over superstition,
and human freedom over despotism. Thus the foundations were created for a better society
of Enlightenment and Progress. Against the reactionary forces of religious prejudice and mag-
ical superstition, Reason must and will prevail. Through rational education, the human mind
can be cured of ignorance and persuaded of the truth. In the end, it is only stupidity and
blindness to reason and facts that obstructs the forward march of Science and Reason.

Just as in the Ancient Wisdom narrative, the light is born in Antiquity but suffers
a serious decline due to the rise of Christianity, only to be rekindled through the
revival of secular (pagan) learning in the Renaissance. But of course we are deal-
ing here with the light of reason, not the mystical light of spiritual wisdom. Like-
wise, the spreading of the light is hindered and opposed not by a force of demon-
ic evil but by human despotism and ignorance, not to mention sheer stupidity.
Again, it is a very good story that relies for its effect on the same affordances
that were noted earlier: a clear dualism of light and darkness, and an eventful
story or adventure through history towards a hopeful happy end.

Interestingly, this is different with my fourth and final example of the poeti-
cizing historical imagination and the construction of cultural memory. We have
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seen that the Platonic Orientalist narrative of ‘pagan wisdom’ stands against the
Protestant counter-narrative of ‘pagan demonism.” Similarly, against the Enlight-
enment narrative of ‘rational paganism’ stands a Romantic counter-narrative
that relies on what might be called an ‘esoteric paganism’ (cf. Hanegraaff
2012, 260 —277). The basic storyline is as follows:

The history of human consciousness began in the innocence of childhood. Humanity was still
living in a dreamlike state, intimately at one with Nature, under the benevolent guidance of an
enlightened priesthood of visionaries and healers. The voice of divinity spoke to the human
mind directly, through a poetic Ur-language of images, symbols, signatures and correspond-
ences. Secret doctrines were transmitted to the spiritual elites through mystery initiations and
mythical narratives. This original Oriental wisdom reached its culmination in Egypt, but it was
through the people of Israel that human consciousness began to progress and grow through
adolescence to maturity, culminating in the appearance of the absolute and universal religion
of Christianity. Thanks to the Platonic tradition, the ancient wisdom of the Orient flowed har-
moniously into the heart of Christian doctrine. The Middle Ages, the time of the great cathe-
drals and the Holy Roman Empire, were the great period of Christian splendor and harmo-
nious unity. But spiritual evolution and progress requires strife and effort to move forward,
and so the human mind had to encounter new challenges to grow further. The unity of Chris-
tendom was shattered by the advent of the Reformation, leading to an age of individualism
and rational inquiry. The natural sciences tried to pierce the veil of Isis so as to discover the
very mysteries of divinity itself, up to a point where human consciousness got so much di-
vorced and alienated from the sources of true wisdom and divinity that philosophers and the-
ologians even began to doubt the very existence of God. However, the evolution of human con-
sciousness unfolds through history under the mysterious guidance of divine Providence, which
will always take care to lead its children back on the right track even if they lose their way for
a while. As the human mind reaches full maturity, the individual Self will be at one with the
Self of the universe, and human beings will choose in freedom to live in harmony with the spi-
ritual laws of divine wisdom.

Although this narrative adopts some crucial aspects of the Ancient Wisdom nar-
rative of Platonic Orientalism, its structure is clearly very different from the ones
we have seen before. The guiding idea is evolutionary: it is concerned with the
steady progress of human consciousness as a whole, understood (in the terms
of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing) as an ‘education of the human race’ (Lessing
1780) under the guidance of a benevolent divine force that patiently leads it to-
wards full maturity. Contrary to all three previous narratives, this one is not
based upon a dualistic opposition of light against darkness, for the final out-
come of the process is never in doubt. The trials and tragedies of human history
are ultimately just tests and challenges: they do not seriously endanger the larger
process but, on the contrary, are necessary in order for it to move forward. Ob-
viously, we recognize this narrative as ‘Hegelian’; but it is more accurate to say
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that Hegel’s philosophy of history is a primary example of a far more widespread
Romantic narrative.

6 The emotions

If T have been calling attention to the role of the emotions throughout this article,
it is because the theme of the imagination requires such an emphasis. The fact
that feelings, affections, or passions are more easily evoked by imaginative rep-
resentations than by strictly rational argument is a commonplace in philosoph-
ical analysis in this domain. For instance, David Hume already remarked that
‘lively passions commonly attend a lively imagination’ (Hume 1739, Bk II1.3.6)
and observed, in a discussion of political discourse, that ‘men are mightily gov-
erned by the imagination, and proportion their affections more to the light under
which any object appears to them, than to its real and intrinsic value’ (Hume
1739, Bk 111.2.7; cf. Warnock 1976, 38). This phenomenon is so well known from
daily experience that I do not think it is in need of any further proof. Of course,
these observations can easily be applied to the topic of the historical imagination
as well: there is no doubt (cf. the example of Agrippa, above) that beyond the
restricted circles of specialized historians, the ‘real and intrinsic value’ of histor-
ical data tends to take a back seat compared to how they are ‘made to appear’
through narrative framing. Whenever any of my four historical stories succeeds
in convincing an audience, clearly this is not because it provides factual infor-
mation that is perceived by them to be correct, but because the story engages
the emotions.

The historical imagination can play on a very wide and complex emotional
register, and of course each recipient or participant will respond differently. Nev-
ertheless, it may be useful to ask ourselves what are the dominant emotions on
which each of the four narratives relies for its effect. My preliminary suggestions
would be as follows.

1. The story of Ancient Wisdom clearly relies on positive symbols of identi-
fication. First and foremost, these are meant to inspire love for the divine
Light of Truth, combined with feelings of gratitude for those who have been car-
rying it forward through the ages. The chief negative counterpart to these positive
emotions might be described as a kind of painful, melancholy sadness about the
ignorance of so many human beings, their tragic failure to see the light.

2. The Protestant counter-narrative does not think in such terms of igno-
rance, but assumes that the enemy knows exactly what it is doing: the latter
is inspired by radical evil and has the worst intentions. Accordingly, the narrative
symbolism is meant, first and foremost, to inspire emotions such as fear and re-
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vulsion. To give just one example: among the most potent of such symbols en-
countered in the literature is the horrific image of Platonism as a ‘poisoned
egg’ from which a filthy breed of vermin comes crawling out (Colberg 1690 —
91, 75; Biicher 1699, 9; Brucker 1731-36, III, 520 —521; Hanegraaff 2012, 111. 115.
143 -144. 151), or the related image of a demonic ‘seed pod’ from which an end-
less swarm of heresies comes to infect the world (Weyer, in Mora 1998, 106; Ha-
negraaff 2012, 86. 111). The chief positive emotions that allow its adherents to
confront the horror might be described here as righteous anger and courageous
defiance.

3. The Enlightenment narrative has a very different emotional tone: on prin-
ciple, it distrusts mere emotion and seeks to restrain it by reason. I suggest that
the feelings inspired by this narrative are essentially those of pride. In their most
positive manifestation we are dealing here with the quiet and confident, happy
pride inspired by true achievement; but since a sense of intellectual superiority
is always implied, it has the potential of turning into arrogance. Its negative
counterpart therefore consists in feelings of profound irritation and contempt
for the irrational, and the stupidity of those who refuse to listen to reason and
recognize facts.

4, Finally, there is the Romantic narrative, describing an ‘education of the
human race’ from the innocent bliss of childhood to the full maturity of true
knowledge. If the Enlightenment story inspires pride in human achievement,
its Romantic counterpart is marked, rather, by profound feelings of awe towards
the grand and sublime mysteries of Being, Creation, Evolution, Consciousness,
Freedom, and the Self. This narrative is grounded in dialectics rather than dual-
ism, and therefore leaves no room for truly negative emotions. However, when its
adherents lose their sense of awe, and with it their belief in this whole grand de-
sign of existence, one typically sees them sink into states of depression and de-
spair. Existential nihilism is the child of Romanticism betrayed.

Of course this is just a rough sketch, without any great pretentions. The larg-
er point at issue is that the historical imagination produces stories about the past
that derive much of their persuasive power from their ability to engage the emo-
tions. In the cases discussed here, these emotions are rooted in deep existential
commitments to basic values that lie on either side of the most basic fault lines
of Western culture: as we have seen, the first two narratives are all about the con-
flict between Hellenistic paganism and Scriptural Monotheism, whereas the third
and fourth narratives are all about the conflict between Enlightenment values
and traditional religion.
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7 Anti-eclectic historiography

I have been arguing that the products of the historical imagination are polarized
between the theoretical extremes of factuality (wie es eigentlich gewesen) and po-
eticity (the good story). The four narratives that I have been discussing clearly
tend towards the poetic side of the spectrum. The important point to make
here is that their power as stories is grounded in highly selective procedures
of data selection. Enormously complicated developments and messy realities
are simplified for maximum emotional effect. Grey areas of moral ambiguity
are reduced to a stark opposition of light versus darkness. Even the education
of the human race can only lead towards ever more light and ever less ignorance:
true regression, defeat, or failure is out of the question. These are all instances of
historical eclecticism: a highly selective approach to historical data, guided by a
storyline that privileges emotional satisfaction and dramatic effect over full em-
pirical accuracy, rational evaluation of all the available evidence, or historio-
graphical precision.

In my previous work I have sought to demonstrate that Enlightenment his-
toriography in such domains as history of philosophy, religion, and science
was grounded in a deliberate, explicit, self-conscious choice for eclecticist meth-
od (Hanegraaff 2012, 129 —130. 140. 149 — 152). The job of historians did not consist
in presenting their readers with all the available evidence and leaving it up to
them to make up their minds: this would only confuse them. On the contrary,
historians were expected to apply their own rational judgment to historical ma-
terials so as to sort the ‘wheat’ from the ‘chaff.” Enlightenment historians were
convinced that, in applying such selective procedures, they were serving the
truth. In fact, however, they were doing the opposite: by promoting eclecticism
as a core methodical principle, they lent legitimacy to a type of historiography
that sacrifices historicity/factuality on the altar of poeticity. The result is a
clear, satisfying, easily understood storyline premised on the idea of a heroic bat-
tle of science against superstition, religion against magic, philosophy against the
irrational. From a historical point of view, however, this type of Enlightenment
mnemohistory is in no way superior to any of the other narratives that I have
been discussing: just like the ‘Ancient Wisdom,’ ‘Protestant’ and ‘Romantic’ nar-
ratives, the ‘Enlightenment’ narrative is a poetic invention with a seductive story-
line that speaks to the imagination and can have a very strong emotional appeal.
This is what makes it so effective in deluding us about the degree to which it is
actually grounded in rational argument and factual evidence.

Therefore what we need in the study of religion is an anti-eclectic historiog-
raphy (Hanegraaff 2012, 152. 377-378). Such a historiography cannot be con-
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cerned with issuing judgments about the ‘truth’ or ‘seriousness’ of human cultur-
al products, taking positions in favor of certain traditions at the expense of sup-
pressing others. Instead, it has to be grounded in a radical empiricism that wel-
comes all the available data as equally worthy of attention. Such a perspective
has been very much ‘in the air’ in the academy since the 1990s at least. It obvi-
ously reflects deconstructionist critiques of how the ‘grand narratives’ of mod-
ernity have been guiding our perception of history and the world around us;
but interestingly enough, it has also been highlighted from a perspective in-
formed by cognitive studies in a naturalist and evolutionist framework. In her
2010 Presidential Address to the American Academy of Religion, Ann Taves
pointed out that throughout the twentieth century, the study of religion, as
well as neighboring disciplines such as psychology, have been operating with ar-
tificially limited and restrictive concepts of ‘religion’ that were based on the tacit
exclusion and systematic neglect of anything associated with magic, the esoteric,
the occult, the paranormal or the metaphysical (Taves 2011, 298 —303).

How did we come to adopt such artificial distinctions and allow them to
dominate our conceptual understanding of ‘religion’? I believe that the answer
is simple, and rooted in elementary human psychology: poeticity tends to
trump factuality in the historical imagination. We are wired to like a good story
about what happened in the past and how we ended up where we are today,
and our deep emotional need for a clear storyline that satisfies our personal pref-
erences tends to overwhelm our attention to rational arguments and empirical or
historical evidence. We pay attention to what interests us, while neglecting what
does not, and although the resulting perspective is obviously limited and selec-
tive, we are more than willing to accept it as ‘true.’

8 Concluding remarks

This might sound like a rather negative conclusion. The polarity of poeticity and
factuality in the historical imagination could easily lead us to believe that while
stories are exciting they just happen to be false, whereas history might be more
true but just happens to be boring! I suspect that it is for such reasons that so
many students of religion end up being disappointed and disenchanted once
the implications of historical research and critical analysis begin to dawn on
them: too often, they move from the undergraduate ‘classroom of sympathy’
to the graduate ‘classroom of doubt’ and never manage to recover the enthusi-
asm with which they started (Kripal 2007, 22; cf. Hanegraaff 2008, 262). However,
it seems to me that there is light at the horizon, for once the grand narratives
have been deconstructed as poetic inventions and we recognize the paradox at
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the heart of the historical imagination (the fact that, as noted above, it only
shows us reality by creating it for us), this makes it possible to tell a true histor-
ical story, that is to say: one that is historically accurate and exciting at the same
time. The true ‘hero’ of such a story would be the historical imagination itself. As
historians, we can trace and describe the many adventures that this hero has
gone through, in his quest of grasping realities that always keep eluding him
while believing in narratives that always keep deluding him. The story of that
quest, I insist, is not a delusion. It is the true story of how human beings
have really and actually been trying to gain knowledge, and how we keep persist-
ing in the attempt. This story can never be told completely, and we are still stuck
in the middle of it, but I believe it can be told accurately. It is well worth trying to
tell it — for it is, of course, the story of ourselves.
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Religion and Life Trajectories:
Islamists Against Self and Other*

Abstract: Life trajectories capture the dynamic nature of religious traditions and
phenomena. They can complement and challenge what we know about religions
based on rituals, myths and beliefs. Life trajectories bring out the individual ex-
periences of the latter, in their embodiment over a period of time. This essay ap-
plies this insight to Islamists who joined and participated in religious activism in
South Africa over several decades. It shows that Islamist journeys were prone to
be challenging, given that Islamists often rejected established religious leaders
and were confronted by political and religious challenges. The journeys were
marked by the adoption of a distinctive choice made within the larger language
of Islam. Islam was framed as an ideology, worldview or cause which the indi-
vidual felt compelled to adopt. But the life of an individual was often confronted
by subtle and not too subtle differences within this language. Islamists were
forced to navigate a deep sectarianism, but the choice for Islamism was often
not between good and evil, but between competing perceptions of good. Identity
was a key feature of Islamist journeys, wherein what counted as the Other varied
from group to group, and individual to individual. The journeys of many Islam-
ists led to both expected and unexpected destinations. The essay concludes with
an interpretive framework for these journeys derived from the history of exegesis
of the Qur’an. It suggests that the journeys of Islamists are marked quite often by
rebuke and admonishment (lawwama), directed at self and others.

Keywords: Islamism, political Islam, biography, life trajectories, psychology of
religion, religion in South Africa, African religions, method and theory

In a fascinating autobiography, Muntassar Zayyat shares some interesting per-
sonal experiences as a member of Islamic Communities (al-Jama’at Islamiyya)
in Egypt, which planned and carried out the assassination of Anwar al-Sadat
in 1981. Immediately after this fateful event, Zayyat tells us that he and his as-
sociates anguished over what to do next. They were confronted by a teacher
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who believed that the assassination was completely wrong and unjustified.
Zayyat tells us that he and his associates took a vote and decided to suspend
any further activity. This was one of many moments of doubt and bewilderment
shared by Zayyat of his involvement in Islamism. Former British Islamist Ed Hu-
sain also wrote of his journey that began as a young boy reciting songs of praise
for the Prophet Muhammad, followed by a five-year roller coaster ride among the
recruiters and peddlers of Islamic radicalism in London. Abd al-Mun‘im Abu al-
Futiih, who was a candidate for the Egyptian Presidency against Morsi in 2011,
wrote of his early life in the same communities as Zayyat in the 1970s; he
later joined the moderate Muslim Brothers, but resigned after the Egyptian up-
rising. These and other recent autobiographies of Islamists provide a glimpse
of the motivations, inspiration, challenges and sometimes frustrations of living
a life of Islamic activism. These life trajectories deserve greater recognition
and greater attention in the study of religious change and dynamism. They de-
serve greater attention in what they tell us about the complex and changing phe-
nomenon of Islamism.

Studies on the life trajectories of Islamists of very different persuasions are
not unknown. The most eminent leaders of Islamism, like Hasan al-Banna,
Sayyid Qutb, Yusuf al-Qardawi, Osamah ben Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri,
have received extensive scholarly attention (Musallam 1990; Akhavi 1997; Stern
2003; Gerges 2006; Graf, Skovgaard-Petersen 2009; Scheuer 2011). But most of
this attention focuses on how they developed and adopted Islamist political
and religious ideas, how much of a threat they represent to the world in general
and the Western world in particular, and their socio-political impacts. Relatively
few studies have been devoted to life trajectories that include what Aishima and
Salvatore have called the ‘trials and tribulations’ of religious activism in a post-
colonial context (Aishima, Salvatore 2009, 42). The complex journeys that consti-
tute Islamism have not been carefully and systematically examined, even though
they offer greater insight into this significant religious phenomenon.

In this essay, I examine biographies and life trajectories as key data for un-
derstanding Islamism. [ am not necessarily interested in the biographies as win-
dows to the self, something that has become prominent in the study of religions
recently. The study of biographies and journeys of individuals in the study of re-
ligions have almost exclusively focused on processes of individualization and
self-actualization (Buitelaar, Zock 2013; Fuchs, Riipke 2014). Such studies have
added to what William James earlier and more recently Paul Ricoeur and Charles
Taylor have respectively said about the journey and location of the self. James
closely examined the conversion narratives of evangelical Christians in the nine-
teenth century, and turned attention to the different stages towards individual
religious maturity. He stressed the positive effects of sound religiosity — and
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he was interested in showing these values in the lives and journeys of saints,
mystics and converts. This teleological and normative framework has been
adopted in the twentieth century by most psychologists of religion such as All-
port, Capps, Fowler and Hutch (Fowler 1984; Hutch 1987; Capps 1994). In a dif-
ferent scholarly trajectory, Paul Ricoeur and Charles Taylor have stressed the nar-
rative framework within which the self is located. Ricoeur’s work on narrative
identity has received widespread support and application (Ricoeur 1980; Joy
1997; Crowly 2003).

In this essay, I want to show that biographical trajectories are indispensable
for what they tell us about Islamism, and about the dynamism of religions and
religious phenomena in themselves. In a special forum organized in 2014 by Re-
ligion and American Culture, A Journal of Interpretation, leading biographers of
religious individuals were invited to share their thoughts on the value of biogra-
phy for the religious history of America. The contributions highlighted the sub-
stantial place of biography in the study of religion. Most of the discussion fo-
cused on the value of biography for bringing out the historical significance of
these figures. It dwelled on the long-standing debate on the value of movements
and trends, against the experience of both extraordinary and ordinary individu-
als in the flow of history. One of the participants in this forum, Matthew Avery
Sutton, referred to Jill Lepore’s concept of microhistory, which is located between
biography and history. While biography focuses on the unique life of an individ-
ual, usually someone who made a significant contribution to history, microhis-
tory points to the significance of a life in the light of the general religious, social
or political history in question. Lepore says that microhistory places the life of an
individual within ‘the culture as a whole’ (Lepore 2001, 141). Moreover, she saw
the individual life as an ‘allegory’ of the whole, indicating the close connection
between the specific life of the individual, and the larger cultural canvass. The
subjects of individual life trajectories are fascinating for the experience they
share about themselves, and for their part in a larger movement and tradition
in the culture. This attention to the experiences of an individual, taken allegori-
cally, could be used more widely in the study of religion.

Life trajectories could be added to the rituals, narratives, beliefs, performan-
ces and artistic expressions that have become part of the stock data that scholars
of religions use to understand and explain the meaning and significance of re-
ligions. They may complement or challenge what we know about religious phe-
nomena and developments based on rituals, myths and beliefs. They deserve
greater attention as data, as units of analysis, for the study of beliefs, rituals
and narratives. Life trajectories and autobiographies contribute to our deeper un-
derstanding of religions, and how they are lived by men and women in a partic-
ular time.
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This idea will be illustrated with a sample of trajectories and journeys that I
have collected over the last few years of individuals who have been involved in
Islamist activism in South Africa since the 1970s. I recorded interviews, lasting
from one to two hours, and sometimes repeated, to gather information on life
trajectories that included educational backgrounds and inspirations, career
choices, moments of conversion and re-conversions, fatigue, frustration, new
movements, new projects, and sometimes reflective thoughts on many years of
engagement. After some hesitation, interviewees seemed eager to present their
life of engagement as narratives. Being part of Islamism meant taking a position
different from the one given at birth. This included journeys in space and time,
from the rural to the urban, from the East to the West and back again, from the
present to the past and back again. The life trajectories were often engaged with
a significant Other. Islamists passed through a conscious construction and re-
construction of the self in relation to a significant Other. And they almost always
included deliberation and intense debate over the merits of one Islamist organ-
ization over another. Islamists were comfortable with the metaphor of journey-
ing, and I will use recurring motifs and topoi in my interview data to sketch Is-
lamist journeying in South Africa.

Muslims constitute less than two percent of the population of South Africa,
but Islamist trends, tensions and conflicts mirror global trends and develop-
ments (Jeppie 1991; Tayob 1995). Islamism in South Africa has been shaped by
three organizations founded in the 1970s and 1980s. The oldest and most wide-
spread is the Muslim Youth Movement (MYM) that was established in 1970 and
inspired by the Muslim Brothers of Egypt and the Jamaate Islami in South Asia.
Students and youths at high schools and universities turned to Islam, and com-
mitted themselves to an Islamic worldview and identity. They read literature writ-
ten by Islamists in Egypt and Pakistan, and formed study circles and projects to
re-Islamize themselves and society. In 1980, another organization emerged in
Cape Town under the leadership of Achmat Cassiem who had been involved
in anti-apartheid protests for already a decade. Inspired by Khomeini and the Is-
lamic Revolution of Iran, Qiblah pursued the dream of an Islamic Revolution for
South Africa. In 1983, Farid Esack and a group of young students founded anoth-
er organization in Cape Town. Under the banner of the Call of Islam, this new
group was critical of the alleged lack of undivided commitment, shown by the
MYM and Qiblah, to South African liberation (Esack 1988). From the 1980s on-
wards, the MYM and the Call of Islam pursued a path of critical engagement
with global Islamist trends. They were engaged in what Asef Bayat referred to
as a post-Islamist moment (Bayat 1996). Since 1994, other groups have emerged
and added to the market place of Islamisms in South Africa. Some are clearly
recognizable in mosques and associations, while others thrive in small study cir-
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cles in Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town. From some of these smaller
groups, recruits for the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) have also emerged.

One of the features of South African Islamism is vacillation over global and
local commitments, revealed in the journeys of three of my interviewees. Mandla
(Interview, February 26, 2013) was a politically active young male in the Eastern
Cape, already reciting poetry at anti-apartheid meetings at age 15. In 1986, a
friend gave him a book that argued that Islam was an African religion. Mandla
was overwhelmed: ‘.... the book captured my imagination immediately; I said
no! That this is the faith! I wanted to become a Muslim and this is the religion
of my ancestors.” Mandla’s enthusiasm was short-lived as he met Indian Muslims
in the Eastern Cape who did not share his conviction that Islam was an African
religion. But he kept his faith, and joined the Muslim Youth Movement when it
committed itself to Africanization in post-apartheid South Africa. But this jour-
ney was not so smooth, and Mandla resigned in 2011 in frustration with the rac-
ism he perceived in the ranks of the organization.

In contrast, Faqir (Interview, April 4, 2012), from a wealthy middle-class fam-
ily in Durban, was a founding member of the MYM in 1970. After completing
school, his father sent him on a European tour during which he met Sa’id Ram-
adan, the son-in-law of Hassan al-Banna, in Geneva. Faqir was impressed with
Ramadan’s vision of Islam as a dynamic and modern religion, and returned
home to establish an Islamic movement in South Africa. He played a leading
role in connecting South African Islamists with the leading figures in Europe
and North America, connected in turn with the Muslim Brothers in Egypt and Ja-
maate Islami in India and Pakistan. In the 1980s, Faqgir was challenged by acti-
vists like Mandla that the MYM had ignored apartheid oppression: their global
vision had failed to reflect the peoples’ struggles against apartheid. Faqir held
passionately to his global vision, but also insisted that Islamism in South Africa
was not opposed to national liberation.

Faruq (Interview, April 21, 2015) was a young activist from an Indian racial
background, but as committed as Mandla to anti-apartheid activism. His Islamist
journey began in Cape Town when he was in high school. He joined study circles
organized by the MYM at high schools, and was initiated into the language of
Muslim politics when the student revolts of 1976 were taking off. When he attend-
ed a mass meeting of the United Democratic Front, formed to mobilize and or-
ganize countrywide protests against apartheid in 1983, he was told by his Muslim
brothers that it was a sin to join such a non-Islamic group. He very quickly left
the MYM and joined the Qiblah movement because of its clearer commitment to
the anti-apartheid struggle. ‘I knew,” he told me, ‘that the MYM was not going to
join the struggle.’ In the process, of course, he also did not join the United Dem-
ocratic Front, which was vigorously criticized by Qiblah.
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The different journeys of Mandla, Faqir and Faruq capture one of the salient
features of the journeys of Islamism in South Africa and elsewhere. Islamism in
South Africa was rooted in the ideas of liberation, but moved like a pendulum
between a global vision of Islam and local anti-apartheid politics. Even as lead-
ers like Faqir insisted that there was no tension involved, individuals felt deeply
the choices that they had to make. These two poles in Mandla, Faqir and Faruq’s
journeys recurred in the journeys of other leaders and followers in the various
movements in South Africa.

This particular feature of Islamist journeying between poles also can be
traced in the discourse of Islamists elsewhere. Early in the 1930s, Hasan al-
Banna in Egypt identified Islam as a cause (da‘wa) in comparison with many
other causes (da‘awat): ‘...different causes (da‘awat) have harassed our time,
divided hearts and confused thoughts, [but they] can be judged by our cause
(da‘wa)’ (al-Banna n.d., 19). In another lecture, al-Banna spoke of the Islam of
the Muslim Brothers, contrasted with the Islams of the Persians, the Mamluks
and the Turks (al-Banna n.d., 118). Al-Banna and other intellectuals created a
language for thinking about Islam in comparison with other religions, causes
and nations. Islamists were expected to make these clear choices, wherein
Islam was shaped and reshaped in relation to the new ideas of nations, ideolo-
gies and social movements. But in South Africa, as elsewhere, these choices have
not been easy. And the life trajectories displayed how choices were navigated
and negotiated in unique and sometimes irregular fashion.

The choices confronted in the journeys of Islamism appeared to be clear and
straightforward to intellectuals such as Hasan al-Banna. But among individual
activists, choices were sometimes difficult to assess and make. This is another
feature worth looking at more closely in the lives of Islamists. It can be illustrat-
ed in the life of Aziz (Interview, June 23, 2012), trained as an architect in Durban.
Aziz told me that he was only initiated into Islamic activism in Houston (USA)
where he met Ebrahim Yazdi, who later briefly became deputy prime minister
and minister of foreign affairs in Iran until the hostage crisis. Back in South Af-
rica, Aziz could not really decide between the MYM and the Tablighi Jamaat, a
less political revival movement than the others that I have mentioned. Later,
as a qualified architect, Aziz was given an opportunity to design a prayer
room on the Howard campus of the University of Natal. He did not want to follow
the example of the University of Durban-Westville, where the mosque stood apart
from other religious groups, and from the faculty buildings. Aziz wanted a mos-
que that flowed into the campus — one that was not so clearly demarcated from
education and from other spheres of life. The mosque was designed and built
with this vision, but it has since become very similar to the model that Aziz
had rejected. When I met him, Aziz was disappointed with such mosques —
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the one he had designed, and the others that proliferated in the city. Mosques
were a clearly recognizable value for Islamists, but their discordant and diver-
gent relation to the world unsettled Aziz.

The journey of Musa (Interview, April 8, 2014), an activist from Johannes-
burg, also illustrates a struggle over multiple and competing notions of ‘good’.
Musa’s father was a travelling salesperson, and he has himself founded a suc-
cessful business in the city. In the early 1980s, he offered to manage the book-
shop of the Muslim Youth Movement, primarily to show how it could be made
financially viable. But he was also interested in other books, not only the
books prescribed for its study groups. On one occasion, he was confronted
and challenged by the leadership of the Muslim Youth Movement for stocking
Murabitun books. The Murabitun was a competing Islamist group from the Unit-
ed Kingdom gathering recruits from within the ranks of the Muslim Youth Move-
ment. It accused the latter of failing to live up to the model of Sunni revival
groups, of being too modernist in its creed and its structure. Internal dissension
among Islamists was not unknown to Musa, but he was disappointed with the
heavy-handedness of his superiors in the MYM. Since then, he has embarked
on his own journey, marked by the multiple books that lined the bookshop
that he nurtured.

This confrontation and choice of good is a key feature of journeying in po-
litical Islam. It is well-known that a deep sectarianism dominates political Islam,
but little is said about the struggle over multiple concepts of good that appear to
Islamists to be equally right, equally grounded in Islam, or equally attractive. Is-
lamists move among the various and diverse Islamist options on offer; some-
times intra-Islamist conflicts completely determine the course of a life trajectory.
The great theologian al-Ghazali provides a representation of the struggle over
multiple ‘goods and evils’ that are reflected in Islamist journeys:

It is as if the heart is an object attacked from every side. When influence[d] by one thing, it
is immediately matched by its opposite and changes its quality. When a demon descends on
it and calls it to respond to impulse, an angel comes and saves it from that. When one
demon pulls him towards some evil, another one pulls him in another direction. When
an angel directs him to a good, another directs it to something else. Sometimes, [the
heart is] torn between two demons, and sometimes between two angels (al-Ghazali 1356,
2:1419).

The heart not only faces a choice between good and evil, but also between sev-
eral competing conceptions of good and evil. A deep and persistent conflict be-
tween good and evil, and between varieties of good and evil, seems to be the fate
of humans. This representation resonates with the internal struggle that often
constitutes Islamist journeys. Activists are confronted and caught between the
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competing groups that claim to represent Islam, or they are confronted by a de-
mand to make a choice between values and goals that are equally attractive.

A ‘meeting of the Other’ is another recognizable feature of journeying in Is-
lamism. Most scholars suggest that identity constructions and conflicts lie at the
heart of Islamism: Islamism was a desire for cultural uniqueness and authentic-
ity (Burgat 2003; Ismail 1998; Roy; 2003). The trajectories of a number of my in-
terviewees shed light on how this identity construction played out among Islam-
ists in South Africa. Haroon (Interview, April 5, 2012) came to the Indian
University in Durban to study pharmacy, and was soon drawn to Islamist recruit-
ment on campus. But he told me that he was particularly enamored with the lec-
tures and debates of Muslim ‘evangelist’ Ahmed Deedat. He followed Deedat ev-
erywhere, and modeled himself in Deedat’s image as a speaker and debater.
When I asked him about a transformative memory in his life, he mentioned a
few nights he spent in the Black township of KwaMashu near Durban. It
seems that Deedat’s lectures shaped Haroon’s identity against Christianity and
Hinduism; but his experience in KwaMashu confronted his identity as an Indian
Muslim, unsettling him to think about his racial background in South Africa.

A veteran activist, Sumayya (Interview, June 21, 2012) came from a middle
class background, but her identity took shape in her experiences as a woman.
She grew up in a small town, and then moved around various cities as her hus-
band pursued his financial dreams. I met her in the Kwazulu capital of Pieter-
maritzburg where she shared her journey with me. She was acutely conscious
of her identity as a woman, reinforced by her experiences with the Tablighi Ja-
maat, with men in mosque committees, and with religious scholars who had con-
sistently undermined her religious activism and commitment. She related nu-
merous occasions when she had initiated projects to improve the quality of
education in the town or city. Her projects were blocked or, if adopted, she
would be kept at a distance. Her horizon, and her sense of self, expanded dra-
matically when civil strife in the midlands of Natal introduced her to a variety of
religious and cultural groups. She joined them in a new social activism, and her
vision of the Other expanded far beyond the inter-Islamic groups that she had
grappled with until then.

Rahim was a religious scholar who had trained in India, and has recently
migrated to ISIS in Syria with his family. I did not interview him, but he wrote
a number of letters and recorded sound messages which he sent to his family
and former associates. He said that he found a deep contentment and satisfac-
tion with ISIS. But his messages were filled with accusations against his Indian
and South African teachers who ‘misled’ him. His significant Other was the Islam
of his youth and years of scholarship in India where he had imbibed what he
called ‘Buzrug’ Islam — Islam of the gurus and spiritual leaders. I found a similar
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attitude towards Indian Islam in young Salafi converts in Johannesburg — Indian
Islam provided an anchor, a counter-point, for their journeys that led them to
greater devotion and commitment to the life of the early successors of the Proph-
et.

The Other occupies an important part of the journeys of Islamism. The Other
shapes and determines a course of action, an attitude and relation. For many ac-
tivists in South Africa, religious scholars (‘ulama’) were the significant Others.
Their understanding and practices were shaped in relation to religious leaders,
who were invariably seen to be too silent on apartheid, too traditional, or too In-
dian. Muslim religious scholars were the dominant Other, but they shared this
distinction with Indian Muslims, Black Muslims, and other Muslim activists.
The Other of South African Islamism could not be dissociated from the racial his-
tory of the country. The Other animated a life trajectory in unusual and unexpect-
ed ways. Beyond South Africa, the recent biography by Brynjar Lia of Abu Mus‘ab
al-Sari, the key strategist of al-Qaeda, shows how he rejected the Muslim Broth-
ers in Syria — which later shaped his political actions in relation to similar
groups in Algeria, Europe and Afghanistan (Lia 2007).

Journeying in Islamism revealed an interesting play on destinations. I gener-
ally interviewed activists who had been involved in Islamism over decades. Rath-
er than taking a snapshot of their lives as engaged in a ritual, a practice, a video
message or a book, I focused on destinations and end-points that unfolded over
decades. Imraan (Interview, April 5, 2012) was a working class office worker at-
tracted to what he says were the ‘larnies’ (middle-class bosses) of the Muslim
Youth Movement in the 1970s. More than four decades later, I interviewed him
at his office in the working-class Indian township of Phoenix in Durban, from
where he counseled streams of people on government grants, HIV AIDS and rent-
al arrears. He told me of women who prostrated themselves at his feet for his
useful services. He was also embarrassed that they promised to pray for him
at the local Hindu temple. When I left him, I had no doubt that Imraan had
found his destination in a place far removed from his life in the MYM in the
1970s.

Rahim, the man who joined ISIS, was waiting for the final battle of good ver-
sus evil in Raqga where he believed Armageddon would unfold on the plains of
Dabiq. Over a longer period of engagement, Musa and Faqir seemed to me more
representative of Islamist life trajectories. Both were still meandering from one
goal to another. Faqir was determined to prove to the world, and mostly to him-
self, that the MYM was committed to the eradication of apartheid in the 1970s. He
seemed to find little time for self-reflection in his relentless path in the mobili-
zation of Muslims. Musa also experienced life as a series of destinations but
he was not as unsettled as Faqir. After withdrawing from the MYM, he became
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active in the management of a mosque in Johannesburg, then immersed himself
in the production of a Muslim world radio program, and then pledged allegiance
(bay‘a) to a Sufi shaykh. When I heard that he had become a Sufi khalifa (repre-
sentative), I thought that he had finally reached his goal. In conversation,
though, I realized that he was still moving: forever subject to the competing con-
cepts of good that he first tasted in the MYM bookshop.

Scholars of Islamism in the last few decades have made a significant contri-
bution to our understanding of the phenomenon. In one of the earliest studies
on Islamism, Humphreys identified what he then called Islamic Revival as a
shared language and ideology developed from earlier pre-modern revivalist
movements in the history of Islam. Humphreys takes cognizance of this history,
but points to significant changes in modern revival movements that are influ-
enced by mass education, urbanization and modern politics (Humphreys
1982). He maintains a delicate balance in his analysis between earlier forms of
revivalism and modern trends.

In most studies on Islamism, the adoption of what Humphreys has called a
language of revivalism has been interpreted as a mark of social identity and even
authenticity. The latter is generally interpreted as a desire for distinction, and a
desire to assert some special presence in the public sphere. With the notable ex-
ception of scholars like Quitan Wiktorowicz and Gabrielle Marranci, few studies
explored what this desire or motivation means for individuals. Wiktorowicz has
focused, in his many works, on how Islamists, particularly Salafis, adopted a
particular interpretation of Islam (Wiktorowicz 2004; Wiktorowicz, Kaltenthaler
2006). Marranci has focused on how identity formation has worked through
emotions and feelings (Marranci 2009). But even in their work, one looks in
vain for the path and process of identification of one individual over a period
of time. Even in the best work, Islamists always seem arrested in a moment in
time — just long enough for a representation to be captured for scholarly work.

Another dominant theme in the scholarship on Islamism has been an insist-
ence that Islamism was not uniform. In spite of the Islamist claim that there is
only one way to respond to God and the Prophet, Islamists have been incorrigi-
bly sectarian. Voll, Kepel and Sheppard have offered fine distinctions of Islamists
based on the various groups’ relation with modernity and violence (Voll 1982a;
Voll 1982b; Kepel 2002; Shepard 2004). Thus, we are introduced to Salafi mod-
ernists in the early twentieth century, differentiated from the Muslim Brothers
who are relatively more modern. This group is further differentiated from radical
groups that emerged first in Egypt in the 1970s. Since the 1970s, traditional Sal-
afis have been included in the broad term used for Islamists, but then they are
also divided according to their willingness to take up arms in pursuit of their
goals. The various categorizations alert us to an important truth. Whatever the
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lines of differentiation, Islamism tends to break up into sectarian and competing
tendencies. In spite of their shared discourse, there is intense inner conflict, de-
bate and eventually splintering among Islamists. Mostly, this diversity among Is-
lamists has been used to correct a popular Western misconception about Islam
and Muslims. A Western public apparently needs to be reminded repeatedly
that not all Muslims are prone to violence, or reject modernity, or sympathize
with those who carry out violent acts.

What is more important in my view is to appreciate how Islamists, even
those who are committed to some particular language or ideology, have lived
with sectarian distinctions over a period of time. The inner splintering of Islam-
ism raises an important question for any study devoted to an appreciation of the
individuals who enter this movement. The would-be Islamist lives and expresses
his commitment in a highly fractious terrain. In almost every country, city or re-
gion, Islamists are confronted by competition with rival groups. A study of their
individual journeys sheds light on how they navigate and contribute to this im-
portant part of Islamist experience.

Another line of inquiry has explained Islamism as a product of great social
and political changes that took place in most countries of the world over the last
few hundred years. Bruce Lawrence argued many years ago that religious funda-
mentalisms in general were a rejection of the modernity in which they were un-
wittingly implicated. Fundamentalists were deeply modern, even though they
railed against modernity’s deep malaise (Lawrence 1989). Other, more specific,
explanations have been offered about the particular conditions that have
given rise to various kinds of Islamist or other religious resurgent phenomena:
for example, al-Qaeda was an unexpected outcome of the Cold War conflict
where religion was mobilized against communism (Mamdani 2002; Burgat
2008). Life trajectories do not render these explanations irrelevant, but they
open a window on how these changes were negotiated and mediated through
a life of activism.

Existing analyses focusing on the language, identity and social context of Is-
lamism cannot be ignored, but they disembody movements and organizations in
modern societies, particularly from the religious meanings and motivations that
shape them over time. Recalling the insight of Lepore, life trajectories may be
mined for what they tell us about religious traditions as lived by individuals
over time. Their stories resonate deeply in the traditions, as allegories to the
greater whole. They illuminate experiences of a religious tradition over the life
of an individual in a particular era.

Al-Ghazali’s insights on the demons and angels that compete for the soul of
the individual may be developed as a framework for understanding and appre-
ciating the journey of Islamism that I have presented in this essay. Like other
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Muslim intellectuals, al-Ghazali pointed to key milestones in a journey to God.
The seeker begins with a self marked by evil (ammara bi ‘I-si’), travelling
then to a stage of incessant blame and admonition (lawwama), and then finally
reaching a stage of complete contentment and inner peace (itmi’nan). Like Wil-
liam James’ stages of religious maturity, Muslim intellectuals outlined a journey
that had a clearly desired goal and focus. For our purposes, no such teleology
needs to be assumed. However, it seems to me that the second milestone men-
tioned above suggests a cluster of ideas and meanings that resonate with the life
trajectories of Islamists. The word lawwama denotes blame, censure, rebuke and
admonition. The word appears in the Qur’an as an oath taken by God on the self:
‘I swear by the Day of Resurrection, and I swear by the rebuking Self’ (Qur’an
75:1-2). A brief review of Muslim exegesis provides a glimpse on how this
verse has been interpreted for its relevance for religious life. The great historian
and exegete of the ninth/tenth century, al-Tabari (d. 923), says that the use of the
phrase refers to a person ‘who blames his friend for doing good and evil, and he
regrets at what has passed.” Another exegete, Zamakhshari (d. 1143/44), says that
it refers to ‘the pious self who rebukes (blames) others on the Day of Judgment;
who lack God-consciousness, or who rebukes himself even though he has done
good.” Al-Qurtubi (d. 1273), the Andalusian exegete, applies the term to life in
general, and not only to the Day of Judgment. The phrase refers, he says, to
‘the believer who continuously blames himself.... What do I want with my
words? What about my food? And what about what is inside me?’ And the au-
thors of one of the most popular Qur’anic exegesis, al-Jalalayn, say that it refers
to ‘the one who rebukes himself even though he strives to do good.” Sufi interpre-
tations place the questioning and doubt within the life of a seeker in the spiritual
path. And they include some subtleties that point to the state of restlessness of
the typical novitiate at this stage of a religious journey: he is aware of the short-
comings of self and Other, but cannot find solace in good or God. He has moved
away from a life of temptation, but remains deeply conflicted.

This state of lawwama, blaming and admonishing self and Other, speaks to
the life trajectory of many Islamists. This is true of the South Africans that I have
interviewed, and it also emerges in the autobiographies that have begun to be
published by Islamists elsewhere in the last decade. The Islamist emerges in re-
ligious consciousness with a conviction that both the self and society have gone
astray. She rejects her parents, her religious teachers and her friends. She de-

1 All the commentaries have been obtained from this useful site: http://www.altafsir.com/Tafa-
sir.asp?tMadhNo=1&tTafsirNo=1&tSoraNo=75&tAyahNo=1&tDisplay=yes&UserProfile=0&Lan-
guageld=1, accessed December 28, 2015.
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mands greater devotion to the texts, rejects the established norms of the society,
but also anguishes about her own commitment. Sometimes, she finds solace in a
small community, but she is soon assailed by doubts and continuing recrimina-
tion, and then moves on. She often finds another movement, one that has a bet-
ter form of critique and admonishment. Or she is confronted by a companion
who admonishes her with greater vehemence. Or she meets a religious leader
who turns her away from the state of admonishment, or a secular vision that
leads her out of religion entirely. Islamists, by definition I would propose, are
restless: rebuking self and Other in their life journeys.

The life trajectories of Islamists need not point to a high point of religious
commitment or maturity in the sense suggested by William James or Muslim
scholars in the past. As I have said earlier, this model of greater maturity in re-
ligious development has dominated twentieth century psychology of religion.
From James to Allport to Capps, the focus of the study of religious journeys
has been on individuals like Augustine, Teresa da Avila, Gandhi and the Dalai
Lama. Scholarly attention has pointed to paths that have led to sainthood. I
have found some unrecognized saints in my research, but mostly I have found
a great degree of unease, periods of commitment followed by self-questioning,
a tendency to change commitment, extreme doubt about established authorities,
and varying degrees of restlessness. Such life trajectories deserve attention and
analysis in the study of religions. A life of religious commitment should not only
be important for its supreme fulfillment — desirable and admirable though this
may be. We should appreciate the meandering and frustrated journeys of more
mortal individuals in the history of religions as well.

Taking a life trajectory as a basic unit of analysis calls for closer attention to
our study of religions. This is a journey of religious commitment, but it is not as
stable as we have come to expect of religious traditions, practices and emotions.
The narratives, myths, identification, and beliefs within one life trajectory are
constantly moving and changing. Generally, the study of religious practices, be-
liefs and commitments seems to focus on a degree of stability. We have studied
such elements as they change over time, but what does one do with a subject
that experiences these elements in this unstable manner? How can one study
phenomena through a life in which belief is by definition ill-defined, holding
on to a myth that changes every few months or years, or which relates to the sa-
cred with only occasional bouts and waves of earnestness? If the Islamist is still
considered a religious subject, then the self-rebuking unstable self on a tumul-
tuous journey needs another framework.
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Ingvild Selid Gilhus
Angels, Animals and Religious Change in
Antiquity and Today*

Abstract: The theme in this article is the relation between humans, animals and
intermediate beings and how alterations and transformations in these relations
accompany general religious changes. The first part discusses how monks and
ascetics aspired to become immortal and be like angels and how they considered
some species of animals to be demons or demon-like. The second part considers
the Norwegian New Age scene and especially Princess Martha Louise, who said
that she learnt to speak with angels through her communication with horses,
and together with Elisabeth Nordeng created ‘the Angel School’. The two exam-
ples reflect two macro processes of religious change in parts of the Mediterra-
nean and European world: from a multi-religious society to a Christian monopo-
ly in antiquity and from a Christian monopoly to a multi-religious and secular
society at present.

Keywords: angels, animals, the extended great chain of being, monasticism,
multi-religious societies, ontological transformation, religious change

1 Introduction

Change implies modifying or replacing something with something else and to be-
come different. It happens on a macro-level as well as on micro-levels, and is a
continuous process. Categorical alterations and ontological transformations are
among the more profound types of change. The theme in this article is the rela-
tion between humans, animals and intermediate beings and how alterations and
transformations in these relations accompany general religious changes.! More
specifically we ask:

* [ wish to thank professors Siv Ellen Kraft, Lisbeth Mikaelsson and Anne Stensvold for reading
and commenting on earlier versions of this lecture.

1 According to a frequently used definition, ‘religion is communication with superhuman be-
ings.” In this article, I presuppose a wider definition, namely that ‘religion is characterized by
communication with and about superhuman beings’ (cf. Gilhus, Mikaelsson 2001, 29). I also
presuppose that the religious imagination tends to blur the border between natural and super-
natural categories.

DOI 10.1515/9783110450934-010, © 2017 Ingvild Seelid Gilhus, Published by De Gruyter.
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 License.
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— How and why did the conceptions of animals and angels change in late an-
tiquity?
- How and why do they change today?

Men, women, demons, angels and animals are regarded in many cultures as part
of the extended great chain of being, which includes natural as well as superna-
tural categories. Lakoff and Turner describe this chain in a cognitive perspective
(Lakoff, Turner 1989, 166 —181). The chain maps the relation of humans to other
kinds of beings, real and imagined, as well as their relation to inanimate things.
The extended chain includes god(s), intermediary beings like angels and de-
mons, humans, animals, plants and non-living things. There are higher and
lower sublevels. Among animals, dogs are higher-order beings than insects,
and among plants, trees are higher-order beings than algae (Lakoff, Turner
1989, 167). And we can add, in antiquity men were on a higher sublevel than
women. The chain becomes metaphorical when one level is used to understand
another, for instance, when we speak about humans by means of animals (Lak-
off, Turner 1989, 172—173). The point of departure in the present article is that al-
terations and transformations take place within the chain, and that the gaps be-
tween the levels are sometimes widened, sometimes made smaller.

Winds of religious change blew through the Mediterranean in antiquity
when a globalizing religion, Christianity, replaced the ancient religions. Christian
asceticism grew and flourished, and the Mediterranean became ‘dotted with
something quite new, sexually frustrated readers, stretching from Egypt to the
coast of Scotland’ (Fox 1994, 148). Among the solitary desert dwellers and in
the monasteries, the ascetic project was pursued in systematic ways.

In comparison, the contemporary Western world is dotted with small-scale
religious enterprises and specialists, though not necessarily sexually frustrated
ones. But similar to how the ascetics and monks expressed dominant tendencies
in late antique religious culture, contemporary religious entrepreneurs express
dominant tendencies in present day secular culture such as cultivating the
self, and focusing on personal relations and how to be successful in life. Because
the ancient ascetics and the New Age entrepreneurs express new and culturally
significant tendencies in the two periods and because both include categorical
alterations, it might be fruitful to compare the relationships between humans,
animals and intermediary beings in the two periods.

The examples in this article are from late antique Egypt and from contempo-
rary Norway. The first example is how monks and ascetics aspired to become im-
mortal and be like angels and how they considered some species of animals to
be demons or similar to demons. The second example is the Norwegian New Age
scene and especially Princess Mdrtha Louise, who said that she learnt to speak
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with angels through her communication with horses, and together with Elisabeth
Nordeng created ‘the Angel School’.

2 Monks, texts and religious change

In monastic circles in third and fourth century Egypt a radical education experi-
ment took place. Young men who wanted to become monks and came to the
monasteries from families of farmers, distant from contemporary book-culture,
had, according to the Pachomian Rules, to learn to read (Praecepta 49).> The
monks recited and memorized Scripture. Text- and reading-communities create
alternative realities by means of texts, and reading was clearly an ascetic exer-
cise and a gateway to an imagined world of superhuman beings. These textual
communities were part of a more extensive cultural change whereby the external
storage of memory systems in libraries and their intensive use created a new
form of all-encompassing religious life (cf. Donald 2001, 305-308). The ritual-
ized use of texts combined with pursuing the ascetic life was a profound source
of individual change and change of social belonging. Along with it went a new
type of gendering of culture and society expressed in a segregation of men and
women in monasteries.

In addition to Scripture, the ascetics consumed other types of texts as well.
Most of them were texts that in one way or another communicated with the Bib-
lical world, like the treasure of buried codices found at Nag Hammadi, the heart-
land of the Pachomian monasteries. These treatises gave the biblical texts a back-
ground in a pre-cosmic world of transcendent superhuman beings. Narratives
about ascetics and monastic leaders evolved in the literary genres of biographies
and sayings — vitae and apophthegmata. That Scripture was best encountered in
the examples of the ascetic heroes is implied by Amoun of Nitria, who says: ‘If
you can’t be silent, you had better talk about the sayings of the Fathers than
about the Scriptures, it is not so dangerous’ (Amoun of Nitria 2 in Alph., cf. Harm-
less 2004, 253). One Father did not want to speak about Scriptures or about spi-
ritual and heavenly things at all, but about earthly things and the passions of the
soul (Poemen 8 in Alph.). The heroes of the biographical tradition were construct-
ed as incarnations of biblical ideals and as having transcended the category of
ordinary humans (cf. Goehring 2013, 213).3

2 The demand to be literate continued in later monastic communities (see Peterson 2010).
3 ‘Indeed the holy men are always as if in heaven by their thoughts’ (G' 88 in Veilleux 1980,
358; cf. S Bo 73 in Veilleux 1980, 97).
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3 The imagined otherness of natural and
supernatural categories

In the biographies of the heroes there is a rich gallery of subordinate characters,
who reflect how the ascetic self was constructed in relation to others. Construct-
ing ‘otherness’ is a prerequisite for constructing self, because one defines oneself
by defining others.* Chief objects of otherness in the ascetic life were women,
animals, demons and angels. In the desert and monasteries, the categories of
women, animals and angels were twisted and transformed by the religious imag-
ination. Monks might become like angels; women and animals frequently turned
out to be demons or their close allies, while Satan sometimes masqueraded as
Christ, and the sly demons appeared in the disguise of angels.

Arguably, male phantasies about women sometimes combine superhuman
and subhuman characteristics. However, within the context of monastic life, fe-
male otherness gained an added dimension when a monk, who was raised in a
monastery from childhood, ‘did not know what a woman was’ (N.171/Syst. 5.25).>
As the story goes, when one young monk became a man, the demons showed
him the forms of women during the night. The first time the young monk actually
saw a woman he identified her as similar to what the demons had shown him.
His superior, however, told him that this was another species of monks, belong-
ing to the villages: ‘they have one form, while the desert-dwellers have another.’
One might assume that the explanation did not permanently solve the woman
puzzle in the monk’s imagination. On the contrary, it probably contributed to
keeping the category unstable, and this might have been one of the functions
of this particular story.

Repressed and not so-repressed sexuality was an inexhaustible, sparkling
source of the supernatural, and porneia, lust, a potent agent in the ascetic
life. Four demons transformed, for instance, into a beautiful woman and wres-
tled with a monk to ‘draw him into shameful intercourse’ (N. 188/Syst. 5.41). In
such dire straits something had to be done! Sometimes extreme measures
were taken as in the story about a monk who walked into the tomb of a dead
woman and mopped up her bodily fluids with the leviton, the sleeveless linen

4 Zygmunt Bauman comments on ‘otherness’ in this way: ‘Woman is the other of man, animal is
the other of human, stranger is the other of native, abnormality the other of norm, deviation the
other of law-abiding, illness the other of health, insanity the other of reason, lay public the other
of the expert, foreigner the other of state subject, enemy the other of friend’ (Bauman 1991, 8,
cf. Smith 2004, 256).

5 For the references to the different collections of the Apophthegmata, see the bibliography.
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tunic, to help him in his battle against lustful thoughts (N. 172/Syst. 5.26). Anoth-
er monk fought so hard against sexual desire (porneia) and with so little success
that he went into the desert ‘to die like a beast rather than to behave shamefully
because of a bodily passion’ (Syst. 5.54). The monk did his best to be eaten by two
hyenas, but did not succeed. After a few days, he was again burning with desire.
Desperate ills need desperate remedies: The monk went into the desert, found a
little asp and applied it to his genitals, ‘as being the cause of my temptation.’
(Syst. 5.54, cf. The Lausiac History 23). God protected the monk, he was not bitten
- nothing more is said about the asp.

For the readers of these texts the desert was a theatre filled with animal ex-
tras, which played their parts along with the ascetic heroes. While angels and de-
mons thrive in texts and images, animals have their natural playgrounds else-
where. However, it is important to realize that animals in texts and pictures
are never ‘real’. They too are creatures of the human imagination and construct-
ed for specific purposes. ‘Animal’ is further a category that contains a wider
number of species than humans, angels and demons, and therefore a rich source
for speaking about supernatural things. The conception of animals was influ-
enced by the views of a farmer society, an urban elite and the ascetic tradition
with monks living in the desert or on its margins where they might confront
wild and dangerous animals.

Sometimes a positive super-human force (God) moved an animal, but more
often they served evil powers or were demons in their own right. When Pacho-
mius was a child and his parents gave him a cauldron of antelope meat to
take to laborers in the field, ‘the devil set on him a crowd of demons under
the form of dogs bent on killing him’ (Bohairic Life 5, in Veilleux 1980, 25).
When the monks in the monasteries of Shenoute wanted to re-hire an ascetic be-
cause of his skills to help them set up their loom, Shenoute did not want him
back. Unable to persuade the others in other ways, Shenoute claimed that he
‘saw an unclean spirit mounted upon his shoulders in the form of a large dog’
(Naples fragments in Layton 2014, 17). A discourse of demons cum animals
was part of monastic life and could be applied when useful.

In the ascetic texts the selection of animals is dependent on an interaction
between the biblical and the Egyptian fauna. The unclean animals in the Septua-
gint, such as pigs and dogs, were usually seen as demons (Brakke 2006, 31).
Dogs had an ambiguous position because they were close to humans, but low
in the hierarchy of the household. The story about Pachomius and the dogs sug-
gests that semi-wild flocks of dogs roamed about in the Egyptian countryside. On
a more general basis, Origen detected ‘some sort of kinship between the form of
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each demon and the form of each animal (zoon)’.® Athanasius’ Life of Antony
made a distinction between demons that ‘imitate beings without reason
(aloga)’ (9.9) and real animals, which serve Satan.” The overlap between animals
and demons is found especially in relation to lions, bears, leopards, serpents,
vipers, scorpions and wolves as well as reptiles (Vita Antonii 9.6, cf. Gilhus
2006, 221). When God becomes man, Satan tends to become a beast and in
line with this polarity, animals are employed to give credible and realistic
shape to demons.

4 The battle of beasts

Processes of change — from pagan religious traditions to Christianity, from her-
esy to orthodoxy and from family-life to asceticism — were in Christian discourse
constructed as battles. These battles made pagans and heretics into beasts,
turned animals into demonic others, and monks and ascetics into saints and an-
gels. In other words, processes of categorical changes and ontological transfor-
mations were acted out in mythical battle scenarios. According to Einar Thomas-
sen, ‘Ancient Christianity introduced the novelty of the “religious identity”,
which swallowed up all other sources of personal identity formation in a manner
previously unheard of in antiquity’ (Thomassen 2012, 201). This is why heresy
mattered. A totalizing identity was among other things cultivated by a battle-dis-
course, in which battles were fought against pagans and heretics as well as
against the negative impulses in the human soul.

4.1 Battle against pagans
Egypt went from a religious tradition wherein animals gave shape to gods, to

Christianity where they did so only to a small degree. Christians accused non-
Christians of animal worship and of believing in the transmigration of souls be-

6 Contra Celsum 4.93, cf. Crouzel 1956, 197 — 206; Brakke 2006, 31 —32; Gilhus 2006, 226. For
the use of animals and demons in Shenoute, see Brakke 2006, 107 —110.

7 David Brakke has pointed out how the devil and his demons attack Antony first with
thoughts, then his body and lastly by means of visions (Brakke 2006, 29). According to Brakke,
the biblical model for this overarching scheme going from mental attacks to physical attacks to
visions is the story of Job (Brakke 2006, 29 —30). The martyrs fought against animals, seen as
the helpers of Satan (Gilhus 2006, 183 - 204). Athanasius transfers the martyr scenario to Ant-
ony (cf. Brakke 2006, 37).
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tween humans and animals (Vita Antonii 74.5 and 7, cf. 76.1). The power of the
Christian heroes was strong and outdid the powers of the pagan world: the
holy animals of Latopolis — the Nile perch (lates niloticus), fierce predators
which could reach two meters in length and 200 kilograms in weight (Thompson
1928) and were associated with the goddess Neith — took fright and fled when
they met the child Pachomius (he had been taken with his pagan parents to wor-
ship at Latopolis).® Monks made crocodiles carry them over the Nile: which
might be an imitation of one of Horus’ ways of locomotion, but, more important-
ly, it was a victory over the powerful Egyptian god Sobek/Sobek-Ra, a croco-
morph god, popular in the centuries before Christianity became dominant (cf.
Frankfurter 2004). Shenoute, the powerful leader of a federation of monks,
says that if a person looks at a cat with amusement, the cat will make ready
to jump at the person and claw out his eyes (Brakke 2006, 107—108).° Shenoute
does not come through as a lover of cats, but, more importantly, his vehemence
against these animals might be due to the status of cats in Egypt in the late pe-
riod when they had attained a sort of emblematic sacredness (Smelik, Hemelrijk
1984).

4.2 Battle against heretics

Heretics were characterized as animals on a general basis. The classical example
is the Panarion, the Medicine Chest against Heretics, authored by the influential
bishop Epiphanius, one of the power-players in the last part of the fourth centu-
ry, who describes and labels eighty heresies, sixty of them after species of ani-
mals, mostly reptiles and insects.

Specific doctrines made people into heretics. One example is the Eucharist,
which was hotly debated. For instance, a monk had been tricked by Satan into
believing that the ingredients of the Eucharist were not the body and blood of
Christ. He had a vision of hosts of angels and of two illuminated persons with
a small child between them. Over the altar in the church, the two ‘held the
hands and feet of the child between them, grasping a sword, slaughtered it, emp-

8 According to the Bohairic life, ‘they raised their eyes in the water, saw the boy, took flight and
fled away’ (Bohairic Life 4, in Veilleux 1980, 25). The Greek Life (G') refers to the creatures as
‘the phantoms of the demons of the river’ (G' 3, in Veilleux 1980, 299). The divergence between
the Bohairic Life and G* shows that the borderline between animals and demons was thin. The
Coptic Church identifies the creatures as crocodiles (cf. Veilleux 1980, 266).

9 According to David Brakke, Shenoute ‘routinely interpreted biblical references to “beasts” or
specific animals as references to demons’ (Brakke 2006, 107).
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tying its blood into the cup that was set on the table’ (Syst. 18.48, cf. N. 761b,
Anastasius the Sinaite 52, in Alph.) The flesh of the child was transformed
into the bread of the Eucharist in the hands of the monks. This grotesque
story is part of the debate about the interpretation of the Eucharist. It presuppos-
es one of the profound changes in the history of religion: from sacrificing ani-
mals and reading the secrets of their bodies, to a secularization of slaughter,
to a symbolic human sacrifice and an interpreting of texts and human bodies
(cf. Gilhus 2006, 262—-270). According to Shenoute, those who deny the real pres-
ence of Christ’s body and blood in the Eucharist are ‘more evil than the dogs and
the pigs’ — even ‘more evil than the impure demons.’*°

4.3 Internal battles

Animals characterized interior dispositions and desires and were part of the cos-
mic drama of salvation within the ascetic souls.™ In Origen’s and Evagrius’ delib-
erations, demons are crosses between animals and thoughts (logismoi).> While
Egyptian pharaohs and Mesopotamian kings conquered lions and showed their
power by means of these conquests, the monks had power to chase away wild
animals and make lions and hyenas behave like sheep (cf. Gilhus 2006, 222).
In this way they made the internal landscape of the soul reflect the external
landscape of the desert and made animals embody processes of individual trans-
formations in which desires and ambitions were overcome.

According to Dan Sperber, representations of animals ‘evoke a worse world,
that of anomaly, and a better one, that of perfection. They provide a contrasted
and contrasting imaginary background for knowledge of the world as it is’
(Sperber 1996, 167). In line with his thoughts, the Christian battle-discourses
sometimes had domestic or semi-domestic animals embody specific positive
emotional values. The sheep is the paradigmatic good guy, with strong roots in
the New Testament, used to describe monks as well as positive mental represen-
tations, in line with how people tend to classify themselves together with domes-
tic animals. The more daring of the ascetics aspired to graze and live among an-
telopes and buffalo (cf. N. 62; N. 132 A; N. 516). These animals were sometimes
semi-domesticated, and express in an apt way how ascetics were living on the

10 Shenoute, I am amazed. In: Tito Orlandi, Shenute contra Origenistas.

11 N. 383, N. 535, cf. also Leyerle 2005, 157.

12 Evagrius labels ‘demons, which fight with the mind, birds; those who trouble the passions
are animals; while those who fuel desire are called beasts’ (The Kephalaia Gnostica 1. 53, refer-
red in Sinkewicz 2003, xxix, n. 67).
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margins between civilization and wilderness. Acting against cultural norms and
normal human behavior was a sign of the holiness of the ascetics.*

These examples show that ‘animals are good to think with’, as Lévi-Strauss
famously stated (Lévi-Strauss 1962, 127-128). However, thinking by means of an-
imals should not be conceived of as merely an exercise in the logic of categories,
but more as a tapping into the emotions which these animals tend to give rise to.
Especially wild animals were conceived to be demons or demon-like, and beasts
of prey were used to visualize and incarnate the battle against pagans and her-
etics as well as against external and internal opponents. The battle-discourse
contributed to widening the gap between animals and humans and to giving an-
imals a lasting connection to that which was considered to be negative and/or
demonic.

5 Angels and ontological transformations

In the cults and popular religious traditions in late antiquity, the concept of
angel, aggelos, referred to a mediator between humans and a supreme god.
The term had several meanings, which derived from various local traditions,
and implies that local traditions were expressed in a universal language (cf.
Cline 2011, 104; Muehlberger 2013, 31).

Angels took over some of the functions of the participants in traditional pan-
thea. Similar to the ancient Middle-Eastern religions, a lively assembly of super-
human beings was present in Christianity. ‘Monotheism’ is among other things a
polemic term, and one of its functions is to veil multiplicity.* In this case the
multiplicity consisted of angels, demons and divine and semi-divine humans.

According to Ellen Muehlberger, Evagrius of Pontus and others saw angels
as flexible companions and guides in the cultivation of the ascetic life, while Au-
gustine regarded them more as ‘divine drones’ (Muehlberger 2013, 5). Muehlberg-
er describes two late antique discourses of angels: ‘In one, angels were one type
of being among many in a shifting universe, and their primary purpose was to
guard and to guide Christians who attempted to cultivate specialized bodily prac-
tices and types of prayer in order to return, like the rest of creation, to their orig-

13 This anti-civilization ideology is also found in Indian ascetic literature (see Oliville 2011,
94).

14 While the Nag Hammadi texts include many named angels and powers, the angels in the
ascetic and monastic literature are mostly without names. Egyptian doxologies and hymns in-
clude the names of Michael, Gabriel, Raphael and Suriel/Uriel. These and other named angels
are abundantly present in magical papyri as well (Miiller 1959, 59).
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inal unity with God’ (Muehlberger 2013, 8 -9). ‘In the other, angels were charac-
ters described in the emerging canon of Scripture and available to enable readers
to transform the mostly narrative material in that Scripture into foundational
proof for theological propositions’ (Muehlberger 2013, 9). According to Muehl-
berger, this constitutes the first discourse developed in an Egyptian ascetic con-
text.

In this context, angels had a panoptic function, seeing everything the ascet-
ics did, and especially when the ascetics were tempted to sin. In line with their
interest in wrongdoings angels acted as judges and hangmen. When, for in-
stance, an angel took Pachomius to see the dead sinners who were tormented
in hell, ‘the torturing angels were quite filled with joy and gladness’ (Bohairic
Life 88, in Veilleux 1980, 115). Angels are present in the daily life of the ascetics,
where they bring messages, take care of people who are ill and correct monks
who are up to no good, for instance harboring heretical views. When the
monks’ talk is edifying, an angel is present, when not, ‘a stinking filthy pig’
(Syst. 18.43, 4 and 12). The saying reflects the potent tension in the monks’ imag-
ination between the superhuman category of angels and the subhuman category
of animals.

In addition to showing themselves to humans, speaking with them and guid-
ing them, and sometimes acting as the special companion of the monks, angels
also offered an ontological transformation category, as already suggested. Some
Christians in late antiquity had a strong wish to live the angelikos bios and be-
come like angels. Fulfilling this wish implied a more profound change, a sort
of categorical and ontological transformation of the category of human.” This
was a dramatic change, which aimed at lifting humans out of the life-world
and away from other creatures.

The idea of the angel-like nature of humans was fueled by impulses from
Scripture, and thrived, among other things, on a feeling of the superior origin
of humans in relation to animals.'® Animals were, for instance, used as shaming
devices in a minori ad maius argumentation: ‘There is nothing filthier than a sin-
ful human being, neither the dog nor the pig, for they are irrational and keep to
their own status, whereas the human, being in the image of God, did not keep its
own status’ (Syst. 15,125). The desire to become an angel is sometimes made ex-
plicit as in this short saying, combining two interconnected mythemes about fall
and salvation: ‘Woe is me! We came here to become angels and ended up becom-

15 About ‘ontological conversion’, see Marshall 2014.
16 For the nuances of the discourse of the Angelic Life, see Muehlberger 2013, 148-176.
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ing irrational, impure beasts (aloga akatharta zoa)’ (Syst. 16.7; Les Apophthegmes
des Péres, vol. 2, 396)."7

A prevailing view with roots in Middle Platonism, further developed by Ori-
gen in the third century, was that angels, men, demons and astral bodies had a
common rational nature. In a way demons are fallen angels, while angels are un-
fallen demons. Humans, who previously shared that status, might aspire to re-
join the angels. In this way, ‘man’ and ‘angel’ became titles of rank — as Benja-
min Blosser has recently pointed out (Blosser 2012, 174. 210). As for animals, Ori-
gen stressed that they lack the faculty of reason. According to him, they have
their irrationality in common with vegetables, even if animals are psychei,
while vegetables are apsychei (Contra Celsum 4.83).

In these processes of change, the category of angel, aggelos, was developed
and used positively, the category of animal/demon was used negatively, and the
gap between humans and animals was widened, as well as the gap between men
and women. In line with an axiomatic gender hierarchy, the idea circulated that
women had to make themselves male in order to be saved (cf. Vogt 1991). Women,
animals and angels were instrumental in promoting the new human/male/su-
perhuman ideal where the goal was to move up in the hierarchy of being with
the ambition of transcending the human category, and becoming immortal.
The originally Stoic view of animals became dominant and intensified in Chris-
tianity and probably spread via Origen and the ascetic movement.

6 The Angel School

Angels have an impeccable biblical standing, being present at the conception,
nativity and death of Jesus. When they encounter different people, times and pla-
ces, they change. Angels travel light and easily slip through the cultural net.
They have something in common with Darwin’s finches and the North Sea cod
and even more with the virus of the common cold (in a metaphorical sense) —
because small changes in their environment make them change. We have seen
how angels interacted with monks and ascetics in late antique Egypt, but they
are also present in the mental landscape of many people in late modern societies
in the twenty-first century.

Let us pause for a moment. When we compare angels in Egypt in late antiq-
uity with angels in Norway in the twenty-first century, what are we doing? Are we

17 We are reminded of Nietzsche: ‘Der Mensch ist ein Seil, gekniipft zwischen Tier und Uber-
mensch — ein Seil iiber einem Abgrunde’ (Zarathustra Vorrede 4).
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making a comparison based on genealogy or typology? Is it a homological or an-
alogical comparison?*® Taking into consideration that there is a continuous tra-
dition of angels from antiquity via Christian texts and medieval paintings to the
present, and that it is often pointed out that New Age angels mostly have Chris-
tian roots, the ancient and late modern angels might be conceived of as distant
cousins. One could even argue that in some respects we live in the latest antiq-
uity: Christianity, for instance, got a lasting impression from the religious im-
pulses of antiquity. However, it is also important to notice a structural similarity
— the ancient Mediterranean and contemporary Norway took/takes part in proc-
esses of globalization and encounters between religious traditions, and both
may be described as staging lively religious scenes. It is a reasonable hypothesis
that intermediary beings thrive under such circumstances. Such beings are, for
instance, very visible in contemporary popular culture and media. Unlike earlier
periods when, in addition to angels, demons and scary monsters filled the pop-
ular imagination, contemporary popular culture, while still harboring demons, is
mostly saturated with angels. It also seems that while the bestial Satan with his
entourage of demons and hybrids have left the scene, angels and animals have
found new opportunities to come together.

Contemporary angels are part of the American ‘angel craze’, which reached
Norway in the 1980s and 1990s. These creatures are not only present in homes,
churches and New Age fairs, they are virtually present everywhere because of a
strong mediatization and because they are attractive objects in capitalistic mar-
kets (cf. Gilhus 2013). Angels are especially visible at Christmas where they con-
nect the Gospel of Christmas day with Christmas sales. Angels have at the same
time moved from a male to a female domain and are seen in the shape of women
and children rather than in the shape of males (cf. Utriainen 2014, 250). The func-
tions of angels as judges and hangmen have disappeared; they are no longer
equipped with wings from birds of prey, but from swans; and they are mostly
seen as companions, helpers and therapists. Angels have changed from being
the opponents of demons/animals to sometimes using animals as their allies.
These animals function as models for communication with angels and also as
their vehicles.

In Norway the new fascination with angels is foremost associated with the
spiritual mission of Princess Martha Louise, the daughter of the Norwegian
king. Together with her business partner, Elisabeth Nordeng, she published
the book, Mat din skytsengel: En innfgring i G mete din unike kraft (‘Meet your

18 Do we, with respect to wings, compare birds with birds or birds with bats? Egil Asprem has
recently used this example in a fruitful way (Asprem 2014, 27 —30).
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guardian angel: An introduction in meeting your unique power’, my translation)
in 2009.*° The picture on the cover of the book is a blue sky with some clouds
and a huge white wing filling the picture, probably the wing of a swan. The
name Engleskolen — ‘The Angel School’ — is printed on the cover of the book.

The book connects angels to the universal power of love, which in this case
seems to be the supreme superhuman power. The authors encourage the readers
to find their unique spiritual way, and the book offers ‘spiritual tools.” The most
important among these tools is meditation (Princess Mdrtha Louise, Samngy
2009, 9). The book’s message is that you should be present in the body, be con-
nected with the earth and the universe and invite angels into your life (cf. Gilhus
2016). According to the authors, angels can be sensed in several ways as sound,
light, taste, smell, feeling and color (Princess Martha Louise, Samngy 2009,
164).%° Similar to the ascetic project, the human body is still in focus, but this
time the paradigmatic body is female. While the monks and ascetics had inter-
nalized the language of Scripture and spoke by means of it, the relationship
with Scripture in the book by the princess and Nordeng is indirect and superfi-
cial. Here Scripture is present in the form of echoes from Sunday school, novels
and literature.

Mainly because of the princess’ popular appeal and media attention (cf.
Kraft 2008), angels have become a summarizing symbol for New Age spirituality
in Norway, reflected, for instance, in a book by a professor in Theology at the
University of Oslo, Notto Thelle (cf. Gilhus 2016). Its title is The Angels of the Prin-
cess, with the subtext, An Invitation to a Conversation about Alternative Spiritu-
ality (my translation).?* The cover of the book corresponds with the cover of
the book of the princess and Elisabeth Nordeng. It sports the wing of an angel
(swan) against the sky and uses colors similar to their book. However, only
one of the chapters in The Angels of the Princess is directly related to the angels
of the princess: the rest is about New Age spirituality in general. Thelle is espe-
cially concerned with the relation of New Age spirituality to Christianity and the
Church of Norway.

In Princess Martha Louise and Elisabeth Nordeng’s book angels are rooted in
the emotional landscape of childhood, which is in line with a general contempo-

19 The book has been published in English with the title The Spiritual Password: Learn to Un-
lock Your Spiritual Power (2014).

20 Elisabeth Samngy later changed her name to Elisabeth Nordeng.

21 The Norwegian title is: Prinsessens engler: En invitasjon til en samtale om alternativ spiritu-
alitet. Their second book about angels is Englenes hemmeligheter: Deres natur, sprak og hvordan
du dpner opp for dem (Princess Martha Louise, Samngy 2012).
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rary conception of angels.” In addition, these creatures have a strong tie to real
animals. Bird-wings are still a visual characteristic, in line with angels’ air-borne
manner of locomotion. According to the princess, feathers found in unusual pla-
ces reveal that angels have been present.” In a newspaper article, a professor in
biology offered the princess to read the DNA of the feathers for her.** The prin-
cess admitted that the feathers were probably from birds. Still the episode shows
that the relationship between facts and metaphors is not always straightforward,
and, moreover, that how the idea of angels is conceived of offers a special per-
spective for the interpretation of the world.”

The angels of the princess have a special connection to horses, because her
contact with angels happened by means of them — ‘through the horses I learnt to
communicate with animals on a deeper level. It was while I was taking care of
the horses that I made contact with the angels.’?® In this way angels are directly
linked to horses and to animals in general and to the human ability to commu-
nicate with other species. Twenty years ago, Harold Bloom spoke about what he
called ‘the domestication of angels’ and sighed: ‘Most quests for the angels seem
nowadays to suppose that a guardian angel is rather more like a dog or a cat
than like a husband or a wife’ (Bloom 1996, 43 and 44).

The new and direct association between animals and angels also reflects a
more general change of view regarding animals, partly formed by contemporary
pet- and recreation-culture. Pets are the primary category of animals large
groups of people have experience with. Pets are, for instance, depicted with
wings; wing-costumes for pets are on sale as well as books about angel-animals.
Cats, dogs and horses have obviously raised their status. Communication with
animals as a way of communicating with otherness — that which transcends
the ordinary and which exists on a deeper level — might include other animals
as well. The princess met an eland antelope (taurotragus oryx) in Africa when
she was on a retreat to get into ‘deeper contact with myself and with the

22 Among the pictures in the book are an angel scrap, an angel in the snow and a gingerbread
tin in the shape of an angel (Princess Martha Louise, Samngy 2009, 160-81). Nordeng con-
nects the angels to her childhood experience of a fantasy-friend (Princess Martha Louise,
Samngy 2009, 169).

23 www.magasinetvisjon.no/no/artikler/spiritualitet/Englenes+hemmeligheter. 9UFRnGXx.ips
(accessed February 19, 2015), cf. also Princess Martha Louise, Samngy 2009, 167.

24 http://www.abcnyheter.no/nyheter/2012/02/18/146118/professor-la-meg-dna-teste-eng
lefjaerene-martha (accessed September 10, 2015).

25 [ am grateful to my colleague Lisbeth Mikaelsson for this observation.

26 ‘Gjennom hestene leerte jeg & kommunisere med dyrene pa et dypere niva. Det var mens jeg
holdt pa med hestene at jeg tok opp kontakten med englene’ (Netpages from Astarte Education
2007).
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earth’ (Princess Martha Louise, Samngy 2009, 102, my translation). According to
her, the leader of the course had stressed that the elands always came near when
the participants were occupied with healing. One afternoon when they were
working with healing, an eland stood a few meters from the princess: ‘We
stood there for a long time, and watched each other. It was not afraid at all’
(Princess Martha Louise, Samngy 2009, 102, my translation). The eland is used
as an example of connecting with the earth. Nature, where animals belong, is
a source of immanence and deep meaning, more important than a transcendent
realm high up and beyond #

7 Dynamic of religion: past and present

The changing conceptions of animals and angels in antiquity and today are, in
both periods, part of globalization processes. The two examples above reflect two
macro processes of religious change in parts of the Mediterranean and European
world: from a multi-religious society to a Christian monopoly in antiquity and
from a Christian monopoly to a multi-religious and secular society at present.*®

Asceticism and the monastic life became a spearhead for late antique Chris-
tianity and together with the martyr the ascetic became the Christian hero par
excellence. In the ascetic and monastic texts animals were part of a battle-dis-
course. Especially wild animals, but also some domestic ones, expressed and
sometimes incarnated evil in general and sexual desire specifically. In this uni-
verse, angels were God’s messengers, the companions of the monks and guard-
ians of a religiously controlled world. Humans might transcend their place in the
hierarchy of beings and rise to the status of angels. Angels and animals were ac-
cordingly used in a development project where the goal was to transcend human
nature and reach a higher existential level.

In contrast to ancient societies, contemporary Western societies are mostly
secular, democratic and egalitarian. In these societies the development of New

27 Pet-animals have, perhaps, more cultural focus than farm animals and wild animals, while,
at the same time, views about those animals are influenced by contemporary pet-culture.

28 One side of secularization is a re-enchantment, which the book by the princess and Nordeng
reflects. Another side of secularization is a de-enchantment, which, similar to re-enchantment,
is a process closely in dialogue with religion. In his novel, A Time to Every Purpose under Heav-
en: A Novel of the Nature of Angels and the Ways of Man (2004), the award-winning author Karl
Ove Knausgard describes what happens to angels in a secularized world without god (Knausgérd
2009). In this book, the angels became increasingly depressed and marginalized. Gradually they
were transformed and finally turned into seagulls on the coast of Norway.
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Age spirituality is promoted by means of small-scale religious enterprises (cf.
Sutcliffe 2003), and religious ideas and practices are spread by means of elec-
tronic and social media and are virtually present everywhere. A pet-perspective
of animals and a view of them as companions of humans is prominent. Angels
are part of a global trend and frequently used and referred to by New Age authors
and therapists. Their global dimension is stressed, for instance, when they are
used synonymously with intermediate beings in other religions (for instance
devas) or when they are converted to a higher abstraction level and described
as spiritual energy. Female views and values are very visible in contemporary
spirituality, not least in relation to angels. The battle-discourse from earlier
times has changed into a communication-discourse where humans, angels
and animals are constructed as partners in conversation. In New Age spirituality,
animals and angels tend further to be part of a self-help scenario where the goal
is to improve one’s ability to deal with the world and one’s personal relations.

Changes in the conceptions of animals and angels are in both periods close-
ly connected to broader cultural and religious changes. Perhaps religions are at
their most dynamic when they take part in processes of transformation and al-
teration of the basic categories in the human conception of the world?
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Kalpana Ram
Gaining Access to the Radically Unfamiliar:
Religion in Modern Times

Abstract: Postcolonial critique instructed anthropologists to turn to history in
order to integrate time into their discourse. Yet historiography, even when under-
taken from a postcolonial, subaltern standpoint, has foundered precisely on the
challenge of doing justice to religious subjectivity. How then is the non-religious
scholar to gain access to religious phenomena? Phenomenological understand-
ings of body, temporality and place provide an alternative account of what it
means to come to understand something. Seen from this perspective, disciplines
such as anthropology in fact rely radically on time, on the capacity of the schol-
ar’s body to slowly effect a new synthesis of body, place and people. In the ex-
pansion that takes place lies the potential to come to understand, without any
necessary involvement of consent or belief, the continuum between religious
and non-religious experience.

Keywords: modernity, historical time, postcolonial and feminist critiques of
modernity, temporality of anthropological practice, phenomenology, bodily ac-
cess to the unfamiliar, spirit possession, continuities of experience, religious
agency

The study of certain kinds of religious phenomena can reveal our own presuppo-
sitions precisely to the extent that it places a strain on the categories we use. This
is the orientation with which I explored the phenomenon of ‘spirit possession’ in
my recent work (Ram 2013). Men and women in rural Tamil Nadu are capable of
experiencing divinity and the dead not simply as a visitation, but in their bodies,
as a more or less explicit presence. Such experience has no unequivocal mean-
ing — it may constitute affliction or divine favor. The interpretative challenge may
be described as ‘ethnographic’. It is undertaken regularly as part of anthropolo-
gy’s ongoing wager that it is indeed possible to extend our knowledge even of
cultural phenomena that are initially radically alien and unfamiliar to oneself.
The methods I employ are also derived from phenomenology. In phenomenolo-
gy, spirit possession would constitute an exemplary ‘limit case’, where ordinary
presumptions that sustain us in everyday interactions no longer support us. We
can and do stave off the instability that ensues. We can dismiss the challenge or
simply diminish it by re-absorbing it into existing categories. If we were to take
spirit possession as a genuine phenomenon, it would profoundly call into ques-
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tion a network of assumptions about what it is to be human, alive or dead, what
it is to worship, what it is to be divine. Instead, we re-absorb spirit possession
into the language of consciousness (‘altered’ states of consciousness, but con-
sciousness nevertheless), or into the language of biology (measuring brain activ-
ity alterations to see if anything ‘real’ is happening). More frequently still we sim-
ply dismiss it as falsehood.

We may not be able to step outside our own epistemologies, because they
are in fact our ontologies. We apprehend the world not just cognitively but emo-
tionally, affectively, and practically. Or — we could allow ourselves to be unset-
tled. My book titled Fertile Disorder. Spirit Possession and its Provocation of the
Modern (Ram 2013) tries to persuade readers to come on a journey with me,
through dense ethnographic exploration of what possession means for different
women, in order to return to more common scholarly and political preoccupa-
tions, newly enriched by new hypotheses and ways of re-imagining at least
some of our assumptions. In the book I deal with a number of such preoccupa-
tions such as gender, agency, the body, emotions, as well as justice. Here I want
to see if we can extend some of those methods and insights to the themes of re-
ligion, change and history which are the binding themes of this volume. For it is
not simply extreme phenomena such as spirit possession that act as a “provoca-
tion of the modern’. Something of that provocation seems to cling to all of reli-
gion as far as self-consciously modern projects are concerned — whether these be
political projects such as feminism, liberalism and socialism — or models of
knowledge that take the methods of science as their yardstick of truth. Religion
does not have to do much to be constituted as a provocation. Its very visibility to
non-religious others seems an eruption into a place (the public sphere) and a
time (the present) to which it does not belong. What does this reveal of our un-
derstanding of time itself? What understanding of time and of a shared present
underlies this response of surprise and discomfort at every manifestation of re-
ligion? It is not only that religion is being located in the past, it is also being as-
sumed that the past does not simply flow into the present. Instead, the present is
assumed to entirely supersede the past. How might we think differently about
the relation between past and present such that even those who do not share
the assumptions of a religious phenomenon might nevertheless aspire to gain
a form of access to it?

In what follows I take up two bodies of work that help us think differently
about time.

First, I turn to the highly politicized set of discourses bequeathed to us by
forty years of questions and critiques raised by feminists, post-structuralists,
and post-colonial scholars. All of these coalesce in one respect: they have all,
in some form or another, interrogated the linear, progressivist self-image of mod-
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ernity. In turn they share elements of an alternative model of history and of time.
We may, after Foucault, describe this model as an archaeology of the present.

The second body of work I turn to is the discipline of anthropology. This sits
oddly after turning to the political critiques for inspiration. For postcolonial cri-
tiques in particular have tended to see anthropology as singularly lacking in an
adequate sense of time. Anthropological traditions have been strongly indicted
for failing to incorporate the time of colonial rule into their accounts of what
they see and describe as ‘tribal’ societies for example (Asad 1975, 103-120).
The explicit models of time anthropologists have offered for the non-western so-
cieties they have studied — as non-linear, cyclical time in India for example —
might be seen from a post-colonial perspective as too homogenizing (Sarkar
2002, 15), and as adding to a ‘time distance’ between the western ‘us’ and
‘them’ (Fabian 1983).

In taking such charges to heart, social change became a central motif for an-
thropology. In my book (Ram 2013) I closely examine the many ways in which
spirit possession has been positioned as an index or concrete expression of
the tensions introduced by capitalism into a pre-capitalist culture. In some
cases, as in the factories of Malaysia (Ong 1987), the arrival or consolidation
of capitalism takes the form of new relations of production and new disciplines
of work. Others follow the lead of Taussig (1997) in describing cults of spirit
queens as mimetic amplifications of different qualities of the modern state (Mor-
ris 2000; Tsing 1993). My own work in rural India began in the 1980s directly con-
cerned with questions of social change, exploring the changing nature of the
sexual division of labor with the adoption of new technology and capitalist rela-
tions of production. I went on to research the involvement of women in projects
of social reform and development, and the changing conditions under which
women ‘came of age’, gave birth and mothered. But the enigmatic qualities of
spirit possession made me dissatisfied with extending this kind of analysis to
every aspect of phenomena we encounter in the world. In this case it meant ig-
noring the very features which were most spectacular not only to me, but to
those around me in Tamil Nadu. What stood out for all of us was the radical
change in the very people who were ‘entered’ by spirits. During such intervals,
their behavior, gait and language would alter. In the shrines of Catholic saints
where people went to seek relief from the troublesome spirits, the Catholic dei-
ties did battle with the demonic. In Tamil Nadu, the Christian powers shared cer-
tain characteristics of the demonic world. Like them, they too entered the bodies
of humans, taking them as mediums in such confrontations. It is true that one
cannot simply remain with the sensory and the spectacular moment even in
order to explore the meanings of such moments. Those meanings turned out
to be distributed across the interrelationship between diverse sets of practices
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— some were ritual practices that took place in temples and in Christian shrines,
others were constructions of gendered life cycles, yet others were concerned with
death and its effects on the flow of life energies. The changes I came to explore
were more personal, as possession brought changes to the lives not only of the
person directly involved, but of all who were touched by it.

In what follows I first trace the kind of alternatives postcolonial and feminist
critiques forged in relation to what Ballard critically describes as the ‘precepts or
conventions of a singular historical consciousness, which is that of modern, pro-
fessional, Western, or now global historicity’ (Ballard 2014,102). This singular his-
torical consciousness, argues Ballard, is particularly resistant to religion, for it
could be said to have ‘cut its teeth’ on questioning the authenticity of the events
described in the Bible (Ballard 2014, 102). I then trace some of the difficulties ex-
perienced in attempts by postcolonial historians to pluralize those conventions
in relation to religion when writing the history of modern India. Finally I turn
to phenomenology and anthropology, arguing that there are other ways of under-
standing temporality and change. My aim here is not to elevate anthropological
practice but rather to elicit a dimension that can be applied more widely.
Through what version of practice, through what version of time and of change,
might non-religious scholars gain access to religious experiences?

1 Religion and the archaeological approach to
the time of modernity

In an opening chapter of Fertile Disorder 1 adopt a mode of historical analysis. I
explore how it is that spirit possession and many of its attendant practices have
come to be so absent from the dominant discourses of modern India (Ram 2013,
42-70). I trace the particular workings of Reason in Indian modernity, specifical-
ly in the regional modernity of Tamil Nadu, where rationality was the chosen
weapon of twentieth century intellectuals engaged in disputing the power of
Brahmanic culture. I trace how ‘possession’, an eminent candidate for cultural
iconicity as a non-Brahmanic complex of practices, came instead to be marginal-
ized. It has become a practice lacking a discourse of its own within the dominant
episteme. The ensemble of practices within which ‘possession’ lives has been
carved up by different disciplines to constitute distinctive objects of knowledge.
The stories of the local goddess who afflicts and cures people appear in collec-
tions of local folk tales. The performances of her epics are represented in per-
formance studies. The wider practices of curing and the diagnoses of misfortune
are assigned to anthropology, but are distributed across a number of sub-disci-
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plines, from studies of folk religion to medical anthropology. I thus attempt to
show that the term ‘possession’, seemingly unitary, is in fact a ‘remainder’: some-
thing left over after a previously coherent set of practices has been thus distrib-
uted. What possession can no longer claim in these dominant discourses is the
capacity to generate knowledge in its own right.

But is this history writing in the usual sense of the term? It departs in certain
crucial ways from an objectivist version of history, one in which the preoccupa-
tions of the enquirer are supposed to play no part in the account she produces of
the past. Quite the opposite is the case here. The story I piece together is situated
by my concerns with the politics of the present in India. It is a response I share
with many of my intellectual peers to a crisis in a secularism we took for granted
in ‘Nehruvian’ post-independence India. Such an upbringing in upper-caste
urban Hindu India allowed one to bask in the assumption that one lived in a
place where a unique Indian modernity has successfully integrated the best of
Indian traditions - this included the best of Hinduism — imbibed as pure spiri-
tuality, culled of the taint of caste which was assumed to be on its way out. This
version co-existed comfortably enough with an official secularism — until a sus-
tained challenge to secularism came from the direction of a strident and exclu-
sivist Hindu nationalism.

There have been different kinds of intellectual responses to this challenge,
some of them seeking possible alternative models from different strands of reli-
gion itself. Nandy is a leading advocate for such a position. He finds in ‘everyday’
Hinduism a fluidity that lends itself to cutting across the formalities of religious
borders. The flexible niche that allows one to adopt a deity as a personal object
of devotion has meant for example that Muslim musicians could quite unself-
consciously choose Saraswati, goddess of learning and the arts, as their presid-
ing deity (Nandy 2001). A more widespread response among secular intellectuals
has been to invoke the medieval bhakti traditions of Hinduism as an alternative
model of religion. At its boldest, bhakti called on worshippers to bypass the me-
diation of religious institutions and orthodoxies, replacing them with a teacher
who could show you the way to find the divine within oneself. Bhakti models of
religion also provided the kind of shared language and basic understandings
Nandy invokes, providing a habitus which easily crossed between Hinduism
and Sufi strands of Islam. As the work of Eaton (Eaton 1985) demonstrates,
the largest populations of Muslims were in undivided Punjab and Bengal, well
away from the historic heartlands of Islamic states. It was not the state, but rath-
er a state-supported popular Sufism, that brought these communities into Islam,
mediated by Sufis who involved themselves not only in worship but in practical
help, healing and adjudicating over disputes. Such ‘conversion’ sat lightly on ex-
isting norms and practices, not requiring total transformation of a shared past.
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My concern has been that these debates on religion and secularism continue
to leave out whole segments of experience of people for whom gods are even
more spectacularly accessible to devotees than in bhakti traditions. Moreover
these are gods who cure as well as afflict. In 1995, the German scholar Giinther
D. Sontheimer, who adopted some of the insights and methods of the imaginative
Indian Marxist intellectual Damodar D. Kosambi, argued that modernity has
made matters worse for what he called the folk and tribal models of religion
that historically contributed much to Hinduism. In the new Hinduism of the mid-
dle class, he concludes, ‘bhakti and the philosophical contents of Hinduism’
have come to stand for the entirety. There remains, in his view, ‘not even a dis-
approving awareness of folk Hinduism’ (Sontheimer 1995).

Such oblivion is part of a much more secure hegemony of the upper caste/
classes and I have therefore seen it as an urgent task of the present to acknowl-
edge the continued vitality of non-elite religion. An excavation of the past under-
taken in this spirit makes no presumption of being detached from the subjectiv-
ity of the enquirer. Then again, it is not ‘subjective’ in the usual sense of referring
to the consciousness of an isolated individual subject. Rather, these are respons-
es to shared concerns, coming out of varied but shared projects (secularism, de-
mocracy, socialism etc.), and part of wider shared debates. It is an attempt to see
how our subjectivities came to be constituted in certain ways. This reference to a
shared constitution of subjectivity does not entail an assumption that we are
somehow identical. Rather, the past operates in the manner of a shared archive
out of which we can selectively take and adapt according to the needs and pur-
poses of the present.

Such a re-working of history came into postcolonial studies through the work
of Foucault. As he describes it in his Archaeology of Knowledge (Foucault 1972),
an archive is both embodied in specific enunciations, statements, as well as
forming the precondition for those statements.

The archive is first the law of what can be said, the system that governs the appearance of
statements as unique events. But the archive is also that which determines that all these
things said do not accumulate endlessly in an amorphous mass, nor are they inscribed
in an unbroken linearity, nor do they disappear at the mercy of chance external accidents;
but they are grouped together in distinct figures, composed together in accordance with
multiple relations, maintained or blurred in accordance with specific regularities... (Fou-
cault 1972, 129).

It is this version of temporality — as a dominant genealogy to be excavated —
which has fed into many of the critical discourses of the past forty years, not
only post-structuralism and postcolonial critique, but various strands of feminist
critique as well. Thus Said utilizes Foucault’s notion of the archive in Orientalism
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(Said 1979) to characterize the kinds of statements that can routinely be made
about ‘Islam’ or the politics of the Middle East. Such statements can draw on
quite different genealogies (colonialism, Christian formulations of Islam, even
Greek pronouncements on the irrationalism of Dionysian cults or confrontations
with the Persians) in order to create a sense of freshness as well as debate even
while the archive regulates what is ‘meaningful’, legitimate, and what is not,
what ‘counts’ as a statement and what does not.

But if an archive is actually constitutive of who we are as speaking subjects,
then how is one to perform an ‘archaeology’? Foucault’s answer in this text is
that one should explore discourses that have ‘just ceased to be ours’, that is,
where a certain historical threshold has been crossed. That threshold, for
India, is precisely the crossing of a certain normativity assigned to discourses
of secularism. Others have exploited other forms of dissonance. Said exploits
the pain and dissonance he experienced as a postcolonial subject, at once
part and not part of a privileged location in the North American academy
(Said 1979). Feminist intellectuals have used the frustration and pain of having
to inhabit a world where it is apparently impossible to be a woman and an intel-
lectual at once. What is shared across these different situations is the capacity to
make generative a dissonance that is at once individually lived and socially pro-
duced.

Taken together, we now have forty years of cumulative insights into the ex-
clusions that have been constitutive of modernity. Religion is one of those casu-
alties. ‘The Moderns have never been modern’, says Latour (Latour 2013, 14). And
indeed, this is the spirit of my critique as well, ultimately. But first it must be
said, as Latour goes on to immediately acknowledge, that the moderns have nev-
ertheless ‘believed they were modern, and this belief too is crucial, for it has
made them act in a thousand contradictory ways’ (Latour 2013, 14). These ‘thou-
sand contradictory ways’ can still cohere enough to exclude and marginalize so-
cially constituted groups and social phenomena in quite systematic ways. If we
look back over the different kinds of exclusions and marginalizations that have
been enumerated as constitutive of modernity, we see an overlapping series
emerging. In each of these oppositions, religion is pre-framed - each time to
its own disadvantage. Depending on the context, contemporary utterances can
frame modernity as capitalism versus feudalism, as progress versus tradition,
as reason versus irrationality, or science versus superstition, as change versus
stagnation, as democracy versus authoritarian absolutism, or indeed, as order
and hygiene versus disorder and infection. None of these are simple oppositions.
In each case, one term plays an inferior role. In each case, however, religion can
take on the coloring of any or all the inferior terms, depending on the context: as
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stagnant, authoritarian, feudal, superstitious, corrupt, and the source of unhy-
gienic unscientific practices.

What makes these understandings ‘stick’ is that none of these have operated
as purely conceptual oppositions. They have all been realized in projects of
power and intervention that are also intertwined. As feminists have long pointed
out, such polarities come to us already shaped by hierarchies of power that di-
vide the territory as well as privilege one term over another: objectivity over sub-
jectivity, rationality over other forms of comprehension, the Man of Reason
(Lloyd 1985) over the feminized submerged continent of the psyche. Each of
these antinomies acts as an affective drive for the institution of a project. Repre-
senting the psyche as unknown and dark has been the pretext for Men of En-
lightenment to map and bring the psyche to light, mediated by women’s bodies
as bearers of hysterical symptoms (Koffman 1985). In turn, idioms of mapping
and exploring dark continents, or of bringing progress and democracy to author-
itarian and decadent dominant groups have functioned as a language shared be-
tween the projects of a modernizing patriarchy and of colonialism, which is why
gender and the rescue of women can emerge effortlessly at the heart of the lan-
guage of western interventions in the Middle East, and more generally in what is
now termed the global south. Each of the binaries between order and disorder,
Enlightenment and darkness, subject and object has been realized as projects: of
doctors, missionaries, colonial administrators, scholars and artists.

As colonial projects, they create what Fabian described as ‘temporal distanc-
ing’ between the time of the enquiring observer and that of the object of study
(Fabian 1983, 61). This distance is itself internally hierarchized. So while India
was distanced as a society run entirely on principles that were not simply reli-
gious but fatalistic and irrational, Hinduism and Islam were afforded recognition
as ‘religions’. By contrast, the anthropologist working in rural villages encoun-
ters phenomena that have never made the grade as ‘religion’ since they fit
into the most distant zone reserved by modernity for extreme superstition. Euro-
pean categories such as magic, witchcraft and possession may entail more than
simple transpositions of European categories to other places. Some, such as the
historian Kathleen Davis, would argue that the ‘idea of an irrational, violent, su-
perstitious, feudal “Middle Ages”... came into being as and through colonialism.’
(Davis 2015, 70):

Colonisers could not have mapped and administered foreign lands and bodies as they did
without the simultaneous process of imagining their own ‘Middle Ages’. Vice versa ‘the Mid-
dle Ages’ could not have been conceptualised as such, apart from Europeans’ attempt to
theorise their relations to the people over whose lands they would lay claim. This holds par-
ticularly true for India in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. ... The linear narrative
that the ‘idea of the Middle Ages spread unevenly but was generally accepted’ by the
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time of the nineteenth century not only obscures the colonial history of the becoming me-
dieval of the ‘the Middle Ages’ — which was also the condition of possibility for the ‘denial
of coevalness’ — but it also quietly affirms the displacement of this history upon the ‘Ren-
aissance’, ostensibly before Europe’s colonial struggle. (Davis 2015, 70. 71)

2 Postcolonial histories of India and religion as
the limit case

The kinds of critiques I have alluded to are able to produce cogent critiques of
modernity’s exclusions. But how far do they allow us to produce an account
of that which has been excluded? Here the results are less than satisfactory, al-
though many adherents of such critiques in the broader field of cultural studies
would regard even the attempt to produce an account of the excluded ‘Other’ as
almost axiomatically romantic and essentialist. Such an undertaking would
hardly be worth the risk. But while practices such as possession may not gener-
ate much of value when viewed in terms of the dominant episteme, they do for
those engaged in such practices. Once during my field work in 1991, I asked a
local potter to make me an image of Icakki, such as I had seen at the temple
of Muppandal. I wished to take it back to Sydney so I had something tangible
to have in front of me while I wrote. The potter taught me a lesson about the dif-
ference between my own stance and that of the people who worshipped her:

The potter keenly observes me, and asks me if I have nampikkai (faith). I say I do, a little, in
the goddess. Next question: have I had anubhavam or experience of her. I am stuck for a
response. He tries to help me by giving me examples of such experience: have I had an ill-
ness cured by her? has she ever spoken to me in a dream? I say, no, she has not. Then how,
he asks me, can I say I have faith? He relents and tells me to come back in four days. But
when I return to the potter, the version he produces for me to take home is of a demure sari-
clad female, hair neatly coiled in a bun, responsibly holding a child in her hand - nothing
at all like the Icakki who made me gape in the temple at Muppandal. There the infant
would be more likely to emerge mangled from her mouth. It would not be nurtured. Evi-
dently the potter has decided I would be ill equipped to handle the powers of the image
I so blithely commission. She is a kopakkari (a habitually angry female), not to be messed
with. (Field notes, November 1991).

I may still not have nampikkai/belief or direct anubhavam of possessing deities,
but my book is in one sense an extended response to the potter’s questions. But
how have postcolonial historians responded to such questions? While they may
never have been questioned as directly as I was, religion has been addressed in
some form by virtually every foundational member of the influential Subaltern
Studies group of historians. Religion recurs in their work as that which, lying
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outside the framework of modern historiography, must be re-integrated into an
account of Indian history. But the impulse is split by a politicized hermeneutics
of suspicion. The politics of the group is described by Chakrabarty as emerging
from a series of events and social movements in India that ‘made official nation-
alism sound hollow’ (Chakrabarty 2002, 6). The task taken on by this group of
historians was therefore extraordinarily wide ranging. They sought to reconstruct
the history of Indian modernity not only from a decolonizing perspective but also
from a ‘subaltern’ non-elite perspective that would be critical even of anti-colo-
nial nationalist paradigms. No critique can undermine all the assumptions of the
discourse it inherits and it is not surprising to find that certain parts were left
standing intact. What is significant is that it is the domain of religion which
proves to be the recurrent point of instability.

I will be able to refer here only to a few examples. In his landmark study of
peasant insurgency in the colonial period, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insur-
gency (1983), Guha follows the Italian revolutionary Marxist Gramsci in two cen-
tral respects. On the one hand, we are treated to a more imaginative reading of
peasant consciousness. On the other hand, that consciousness is described as
‘rather hesitant, inchoate and disjointed perception’. In this inchoate state it can-
not but continue to borrow and clothe itself in the received language of the rul-
ing class (Guha 1983, 28). Such a consciousness can only go so far, succeeding in
describing ‘empirically some aspects of the peasant’s conditions of existence’,
but ‘falling far short of conceptualizing the structure of authority which made
such conditions possible’ (Guha 1983, 28).

I do not question the assertion that such a knowledge is not present in peas-
ant rebellions, or indeed in most subordinate groups — although it is doubtful as
to whether any intellectual framework could deliver such full knowledge. What is
more to the point here is that it is the religious consciousness of the peasant lead-
er which is singled out as the ‘inherited and uncritically absorbed material of the
ruling culture’ (Guha 1983, 11), causing an erosion of the radical potential of such
rebellion. Religious consciousness marks the peasant leader as both a member
of a subordinate group as well as less than a full subject of revolution:

He is still committed to envisaging the coming war on the Raj as the project of a will inde-
pendent of himself and his own role in it as no more than instrumental. ‘Kanoo and Seedu
Manjee are not fighting. The Thacoor [Master, God] himself will fight’ stated the parwana in
which the authors did not recognise even their own voice, but heard only that of God: ‘This
is the order of the Thacoor’. (Guha 1983, 28)

The implicit set of contrasts is between the inherited and the newly generated;
between the uncritically absorbed and the conscious systematic critique of the
past; between attributing agency to others, and claiming it as entirely one’s
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own. In each case, religion is understood entirely in the terms of the first set of
terms.

My next example comes from Pandey’s corpus of work. It is centrally con-
cerned with religion. His early work sought to show how communalism - the
supposed inability of different religious groups, particularly Hindus and Mus-
lims, to co-exist without violence — was in fact a colonial discourse (Pandey
1990). Subsequent work on the Partition of India (Pandey 2002; Pandey 2006)
has been directed at nationalist assumptions in Indian historiography that ren-
der Partition and subsequent communal violence either as acts of natural ca-
lamity, or as discrete episodes that can never be integrated into the Indian
story of nationhood. But the discourse he wishes to abandon, and the one his
meticulously historicizing training produces, both ultimately overlap in certain
key respects. The discourse he wishes to leave behind is one in which the ‘culture
and interests, inclinations and “passions” of religious community are already
known from the start. They appear as frozen entities, which are denied the pos-
sibility of internal difference, political agency and change, even as they become
objects of political manipulation and governmentality in a new way’ (Pandey
2006, 183). The contrasting politicized account of religious communities differs
in one crucial respect: such ‘frozenness’ has been politically produced. Since
the nineteenth century, religious communities have been taking over all other
forms of difference, so that religious identity has become one of the main mark-
ers of difference. The result of this process is a ‘freezing of communities’ (Pandey
2006, 185). Both accounts give us a picture of religious communities as devoid of
agential political change. In the first account this is the result of an essentialist
colonial understanding of India as a religious society. In the second case it is the
result of historical processes since the nineteenth century. Although Pandey con-
cedes that things were different in the past, he parts company with Nandy who,
as we have noted, regards religious communities as still able to generate a differ-
ent form of cooperation to that posited by secularism. For Pandey on the other
hand, these are politicized communities. The only agency he now sees left in re-
ligious communities is of a decidedly negative kind, as objects of governmental-
ity. In the process it is not only nationalism that stands indicted of having lost its
‘imaginative moment’ (Pandey 2006, 182). It is religion as well.

The work of Chakrabarty differs from the others in a crucial respect. Tracking
the response of his peers towards religion, much as I have, he concludes that
Marxist traditions that seek to ‘de-mystify ideology in order to produce a critique
that looks forward to a more just social order’ are inadequate for understanding
India as well as more generally as a method. Instead, it is equally important to
represent non-European ‘normative and theoretical thought enshrined in other
existing life practices and their archives’ (Chakrabarty 2000, 20). European cat-
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egories are indispensable, he acknowledges, but one needs to ‘release into their
space’ what might be learned through ‘close and careful attention to languages,
practices, and intellectual traditions present in South Asia’ (Chakrabarty 2000,
20). He turns for inspiration to the hermeneutic tradition that ‘produces a loving
grasp of detail in search of an understanding of the diversity of human life-
worlds’ (Chakrabarty 2000, 18).

‘Hermeneutical loving grasp of detail’, the ‘understanding of diversity of life
worlds’, the ‘careful attention to language and practice’: all these descriptions
belong as much to anthropology as they do to the phenomenological traditions.
If these phrases describe the domain of phenomenology within the traditions of
philosophy, then they describe anthropology’s project in the domain of the em-
pirical disciplines. This is no coincidence. I have argued elsewhere for the sub-
stantial overlap between the two (Ram 2013, 2015). The phenomenological prin-
ciple of describing a life world before moving on too quickly to producing a more
abstract account of it — let alone one that begins with the presumption of critique
— is one that is shared with central aspects of anthropology. Chakrabarty’s con-
clusion has been resoundingly prefigured in forthright statements by anthropol-
ogists such as Sahlins, who finds in ‘different cultural orders their own modes of
historical action, consciousness, and determination — their own historical prac-
tice’ (Sahlins 1983, 518).

3 The cleaving of time and place: can we put
Humpty Dumpty together again?

We have come full circle in the argument. A postcolonial or de-colonizing cri-
tique of anthropology instructed anthropologists to turn to history in order to in-
tegrate time into its account. Historians similarly moved by de-colonizing im-
pulses found history to be based on a ‘singular historical consciousness,
which is that of modern, professional, Western, or now global historicity’ (Bal-
lard 2014, 102). Postcolonial critique helped to locate the reasons why religion
suffers from interpretations that based themselves on such a modern historical
consciousness. However, the politics of critique has itself been too reliant on cer-
tain categories of modernity to be able to accord any positive capacity for con-
scious critical change within religious consciousness and religious communities.
Historians troubled by this have called for a hermeneutical phenomenology
which, particularly where it entails involvement with non-European languages
and practices, is virtually a description also of anthropology.



Gaining Access to the Radically Unfamiliar: Religion in Modern Times — 203

We are in effect witnessing an oscillation between a discourse that concerns
itself with time and a discourse that concerns itself with place. The absences in
each, taken together, point to a deeper underlying problem which is the artificial
cleaving of time and place. The problem of the colonial politics of knowledge
does not lie within one discipline. It is rather located in the division of labor
in which both history and anthropology participated. By the late nineteenth cen-
tury, time and place became the subject matter of two different disciplines. Both
disciplines shared an orientation towards a critique of universalism. In this
sense, yet another disciplinary demarcation was taking place, one which separat-
ed the relativizing disciplines of history and anthropology from philosophy.
Henceforth, the universalisms of philosophy would be subject to relativizing cri-
tique based either on historicity or the particularities of place. Both are to some
extent impoverished by this division of labor, as indeed is the bifurcation be-
tween utter relativism and a premature universalism. Thus if anthropology is in-
terpreted exclusively as a relativizing discipline, then it does indeed encourage a
tendency to continually presuppose and separate the west and the rest. Once the
domains are separated in this manner, the best we can argue for is an ethical
attitude of respect and tolerance for alterity and of critical reflection on one’s
own differences from the ‘Other’.

One of the reasons it is possible for both a historian and an anthropologist to
turn to phenomenology at this point is because it offers a way of recapturing
what phenomenology would describe as a more ‘primordial’ unity of time and
place. Phenomenology also orients us to recognizing continuities of experience
— neither identity nor the polarized ‘us’ and ‘them’ of relativism. Temporality is
no more the prerogative of one discipline than place is a prerogative of another.
Rather, both time and place are embedded and embodied in the synthesis we
create through our practical involvement with wider ecologies that entail the
non-human environment as much as the human. These ecologies constitute pla-
ces in their concreteness, unlike the abstractions of space derived from geometry
and science (Casey 1996). But such syntheses are themselves temporal. This is
true both across generations and in the course of an individual’s lifetime. We in-
herit ecologies, we are born into them, and these ecologies we inherit are nothing
other than the syntheses already effected by previous generations, bequeathed to
us both as material culture and the practices that enable us to inhabit that ma-
terial culture. There is also temporality in the synthesis we each of us effect in
our embodied activities over a lifetime, making it uniquely individual as well
as part of a tradition.

In this sense, temporalities are as varied as our activities and practices. The
time of music making is as distinctive as the time of gardening or of writing a
paper. And these rhythms will vary according to the degree to which we have per-



204 — Kalpana Ram

formed that synthesis between body, tasks and environment — the rhythm of a
skilled musician is very different to that of a novice, the rthythm of the final
draft of a paper is very different to the awkwardness that afflicts every fresh be-
ginning.

What does this mean for the scholar of religion? How does one gain access to
syntheses one is not born into nor has acquired by adulthood? The question is
one I faced in relation to spirit possession. But let us note that the way we
have posed this question already moves us away from the domain of asking
whether we have to believe and consent to the beliefs of others. I still do not
have nampikkai or belief in the sense that the potter spoke of. But understanding
is something that can proceed without necessarily entailing belief and in fact can
happen even without choosing to do so. Agreement, faith and belief may count
for less ultimately in the relationship between the non-religious scholar and the
worshipper, than for the scholar to arrive at a slow incorporative mode of under-
standing which is born of the other dimension the potter questioned me about,
namely anubhavam, experience. Even if I have not had the direct anubhavam of
the goddess — although I am not sure even of that any longer — I have certainly
had direct experience of many others who have. And some elements of this un-
derstanding pass over into one’s own embodied activities. Over a period of time,
I knew which parts of the village held ghosts, which routes were shorter but
meant passing an old temple of the fiery goddess. Guided initially by the fear
and circumspection of my companions, by the end I did not need others to
guide me — my feet would steer me away from there. To recover and value the
full potential of anthropological practice requires moving away from the
model of knowledge that is described as objectivism by phenomenologists,
and which has prevailed within anthropology as well as history. Writing of an-
thropology from an existential phenomenological perspective, Jackson lists the
legacies of this tendency:

Subjectivity was conflated with roles, rules, routines....And just as the natural sciences cre-
ated the appearance of objectivity through specialized, analytical language, so the social
sciences cultivated an image of objectivity by reducing persons to functions and identities:
individuals filled roles, fulfilled obligations, followed rules, performed rituals and internal-
ized beliefs. (Jackson 2013, 3)

The charges take us back to the critique of overly static account, though Jackson
is less concerned with historical time and more with existential time in all its ed-
dies and flux. On the other hand, the same discipline that can objectify knowl-
edge also provides us with the wherewithal for quite a different conception of
what it is to know something. And the same phenomenology that can be used
to locate omissions in anthropology can also be used to instead ‘uncover’, or
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‘disclose’ as Heidegger would put it, a very different understanding that already
exists in anthropology of what it is to understand something initially foreign to
oneself. That understanding lies not so much in the strictly hermeneutical mo-
ment of trying to interpret another culture as if it were an alien text (Bourdieu’s
trenchant critique of this model remains unsurpassed, Bourdieu 1977), but rather
in the practice of living with others over a prolonged period of time. This is also a
process that creates shared time, not just in terms of larger events that the an-
thropologist participates in along with others, but in the shared time of doing
everyday things together. Buried under the rather prosaic and naturalistic title
of ‘field work’ is a thoroughly phenomenological understanding of ‘being’ as
‘being-with’. This is one of Heidegger’s central theses in Being and Time, such
that ‘Even Dasein’s Being-alone is Being-with in the world (Heidegger 1962,
156 —157). This understanding exists in a practical form in anthropology. But it
might be strengthened by the explicit framework supplied by a philosophical al-
ternative to a long standing epistemological tradition, such as we encounter in
Heidegger’s opening in Being and Time or in Merleau-Ponty’s radical integration
of bodily activity and sensory perception into philosophies of subjectivity in Phe-
nomenology of Perception (Merleau-Ponty 1986).

For in relation to field work we stand at what Foucault describes as the cusp
of a discourse that has just ceased to be ours. It is precisely the temporality of
research, as long term engagement and involvement in the lives of others,
which is being rapidly whittled away, certainly in Australia, by the rise of the
market model within university research funding. We are speaking here of the
mere three and a half years allotted for Ph.D.s in Australia, allowing no time
even for acquiring language. Being on such a cusp affords the opportunity to
make explicit what has often remained implicit. Of the many dimensions one
could discuss, I focus on the one involving change. Reformulations of fieldwork
as ‘inter-subjective’ constructions obscure a number of aspects of the interaction.
I have elaborated on this elsewhere in terms of the need for a concept like the
‘habitus’, which indicates that there is already a history flowing into the present
moment of inter-subjectivity (Ram 2015, 41-42). For the very same reason the
change that occurs in the interactions of field work is not equally distributed
— it is far more radical for the researcher than for those around her. She is
there without the supports of her wider social and physical ecology (another
way of describing the habitus) while others continue to enjoy those supports.
It is she who must adapt — or suffer further isolation, and the more radical
the difference between her current situation and her past, the more she must
change and adapt to the subjectivity of others.

Ethnography gives us many instances of such alterations, although given the
centrality of the process for anthropology, there should be a lot more. In a piece
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published in 1990, Hastrup describes her experience of field work in Iceland as
involving months of ‘loneliness, of sexual assaults, loss of identity, and offensive
enemy spirits’ — yet one of her greatest shocks was, ‘to be reminded about her
own world’ (Hastrup 1990, 46). At the end of a year, she receives letters ad-
dressed to an academic called Kirsten Hastrup she no longer recognizes. While
she acknowledges that that is just what she had to return to, she nevertheless
insists on the radical nature of field work which ‘implies that the well-establish-
ed opposition between subject and object dissolves’ (Hastrup 1990, 46).

My own experience of field work in a fishing community on the west coast of
Kanyakumari was much happier. I spoke the language, though I discovered that
what I thought of as an undifferentiated Tamil was in fact marked by my caste
background as well as the particular parts of Tamil country my parents came
from. I lived with an affectionate family, with whom I developed deep bonds
and through them, with their relatives in the village as well. But an early intima-
tion of the changes I had undergone came after I had been living in the fishing
community for nearly a year. A young Nordic couple pulled up in their sailing
craft in the neighboring larger port town of Colachel. My companions, some
younger than myself, were very curious and I went along with them. I found my-
self pushed to the foreground to act as an intermediary, at which point I discov-
ered I was goggling at the visitors like any villager — as ‘white’ people, utterly
exotic and alien — as if friends and my own husband back in Australia were
not ‘white’ and ‘western’. I felt nothing like an intermediary, although I forced
myself to chat and translate for the benefit of others.

A few years later it happened again. This time I had come back to catch up
with my adoptive family. At the time I felt they were closer to me than my own
family in India, and I was very emotional about seeing them again in their new
home near Chennai. I was with young teenagers Sheela and Babu — their mother
had shooed us out for the day so she could prepare a special dinner for my re-
turn — and we were at the seashore town of Mahabalipuram, whose splendid Pal-
lava dynasty rock carvings make it a notable tourist attraction. Suddenly Sheela
averted her eyes, abashed by something she had seen. When I enquired, she
pointed to tourists who were, in her eyes, wearing next to nothing. I found myself
invaded by a shared sense of embarrassment and indignation at white tourists
with no sense of propriety. My Sydney self, utterly used to the beaches and
beachwear, had disappeared.

Such responses point to a permeability, a porosity in us, which means the
‘social’ in social science succeeds in radically re-defining what it means to be
a science at all. This does not mean we have ‘gone native’, as the colonial phrase
had it. The shared identity I felt at these moments might easily be replaced by a
sense of being quite alien in another context. Indeed, how else can we explain
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the fact that ‘possession’ — precisely the quintessential situation where subject
and object completely collapse into one — remained a provocation for me for
so many years. Yet it is worth emphasizing these moments where the subject/ob-
ject dichotomy dissolves, however temporarily, since they are easily obscured by
intellectualist theories of knowledge. A method which integrates mitsein as a
central feature allows for modes of understanding that are not simply a matter
of cognitive comprehension of initially unfamiliar categories employed by oth-
ers. We move magically, as it were, into adopting the gestures and orientations
of the social group we are with. Such magic is not merely a matter of ‘perform-
ance’ in the conventional sense since there is a bodily movement into the situa-
tion of others. Nor is it a matter of empathy since it entails a slow alteration and
change on the part of the researcher to the point where she can move into the
stance and orientation required by those she is with at the time.

Here we might connect the longue duree of change in the researcher herself
to the distinction drawn by phenomenologists between knowing about some-
thing and understanding something. The former preserves a radical distinction
between the enquiring subject and the object of enquiry. ‘Understanding’, in
contrast, presupposes a period of bodily involvement and familiarization on
the part of the ethnographer. We might then call this form of temporality the em-
bodied time it takes for a modicum of human re-socialization to take place. Such
re-socialization is not confined to the time spent ‘in the field’ — it carries over
into the practices of sustained writing, teaching, reading and ongoing reflection;
all of which are part of anthropological practice. In my book I call the work done
by the spirit medium a process of ‘making room’ for the alien spirit. What the
ethnographer performs over a lifetime is not so different. But the sign of absorb-
ing and ‘understanding’ a phenomenon, even a radically alien experience such
as spirit possession, lies not in being able to say one now ‘believes’ in it — a ques-
tion my students frequently ask me. Rather it lies in being able to place one’s
own experiences on a continuum with that which initially seemed utterly
alien. In my book I write about the many intermediary states we all inhabit
from time to time, states in which it is hardly appropriate to describe ourselves
as a subject facing an entirely external object. We ‘lose ourselves’ in creativity, in
writing, making music but also in those quotidian moments of flow such as driv-
ing along a well-known route. In both cases, if we are asked to formally state
how we ‘got there’, we would be at a loss. In all these cases, the loss of self-con-
sciousness is not the opposite of agency, it is the very essence of a certain kind of
agency.

These are not just analogies with possession. They are located on a contin-
uum of experiences that are not simply states of consciousness, since they rad-
ically involve bodily skills, aptitudes and orientations. Moreover we could be
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propelled at any point to a lesser or more extreme end of that continuum - in
extreme states of love and grief, for instance. The ancient Greeks thought of
love as a form of possession by the deity Aphrodite. Death too can generate a
state where possession can seem a more apt description than many others. At
the time when I am writing this paper, my husband has just died, only a few
months ago. He died very reluctantly and sadly, since his whole being was bur-
geoning with fresh and potential projects for new novels, essays, writings of all
kinds, as well as his love for his wife, daughter and friends. He died keenly aware
that his skills as a novelist were now honed to a fine craft, and at the peak of the
powers he valued the most. I have learned that there is injustice not only in a
‘bad death’ such as the ones that led to possession, there is a lingering sense
of injustice in deaths such as his. Perhaps there is a sense of injustice in all
death insofar as it extinguishes the potentiality we all carry with us to varying
degrees right until the moment of death.

I realize that all such unspent potential has the potential to haunt and to
possess the living who are closely intertwined with the dead. In the time imme-
diately following his death, I found myself attending the plays and films he
would have attended, reading poetry he would have read. Suddenly Islam, some-
thing he spent a lifetime reflecting on since his period in Pakistan as a very
young man, meant a good deal to me as well in a new way. I wrote a new lecture
on Islam in South Asia, following the footprints he had left in the sand into his
library. It has been much more than a way of feeling close to him, although that
is part of it. His tastes and preoccupations were coming through as urgent needs
on my part. No doubt the ground for shared tastes had been laid slowly for both
of us over thirty five years together. But it was now happening in a particularly
dramatic and urgent fashion. What is equally notable is that it has also simulta-
neously been an expansion of my agency — not in the sense of an expansion of
deliberate choices, for I experienced it as simply being drawn to his kind of films,
books, and plays. It is an expansion in the sense that it is a dilation of my older
self and new experiences and tastes are being born out of the experience. As it is
with Tamil villagers, such experience opens up more than just an experience of
the dead - the actions they prompt lead in turn to an expanded range of possi-
bilities for the living, as well as a curtailment of others.

My arguments about possession and agency are no longer an ethnographic
argument. They are no longer a description of something outside myself. They
have become integrated into my own experience, my anubhavam, of life and
death. And out of that integration can come new possibilities — of reflecting
back more deeply on the existential truths in the widespread tendency found
in cultures around the world to link violent death with possession. Equally,
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the possibilities generated may spill outside of the subject matter of possession,
and extend into a new phenomenological interest in death and bereavement.
Understanding religion if one is not religious, or indeed understanding any
framework that is initially alien, does entail temporality. But it is not the tempo-
rality of progress and evolution, or the decisive temporality of choice, but rather
the slow time that is more akin to acquiring a taste for unfamiliar cuisines.
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Jeppe Sinding Jensen
‘Cloning Minds’: Religion between
Individuals and Collectives

Abstract: Human nature is double - it is biological as well as cultural. The evo-
lution of social life has depended both on the particular properties of human
cognition and on cultural technologies. Among the most effective of these are
norms without which there would be no humanity as we know it. The unique
human mode of normative cognition allows humans to act, communicate, have
culture and build societies along the rules, norms and values they themselves
create. The hypothesis here is basically functionalist in that religion is consid-
ered a supra-individual collectivity ‘device’ that is scaffolded on the biological
propensities for communal, joint, and collective activities. Religion is, in this
sense, an amplification of certain traits of human nature: Humans share, they
can have collective plans, intentions and activities and religious traditions re-
peatedly emphasize this. Thus, religious traditions ‘clone’ minds in the sense
that biological differences between individuals are overridden and governed
by norms of similarity and uniformity.

Keywords: cultural evolution, consilience in science, dual inheritance hypothe-
sis, hybrid mind theory, imagination, collective intentionality, institutions, nor-
mative cognition, individuality, philosophy of language

Humans have evolved as a hyper-social species, one that has further created
ultra-social technologies such as language, culture, and religion to assist it in
all manners of its hyper-sociality. Which is the more hyper-social tool will de-
pend on the chosen perspective; in this case, religion is the subject matter.
The theoretical object, however, is somewhat different because it consists of
both the evolved social cognition mechanisms and the socio-cultural technolo-
gies that jointly enable humans to develop ‘we-mode’ collective intentionality
and what I shall call the socio-cultural ‘cloning’ of the mind. Among the most
effective social technologies are norms, and were it not for the human ability
to act according to norms, there would be no humanity as we know it. The
unique human mode of normative cognition allows humans to act, communicate,
have culture and build societies along the rules, norms and values they them-
selves create (Jensen 2013). The hypothesis here is basically functionalist in
that religion is considered a supra-individual collectivity ‘device’ that is scaffold-
ed on the biological propensities for communal, joint, and collective activities.
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Religion is, in this sense, an amplification of certain traits of human nature.
Human nature is double - it is biological and it is socio-cultural. Corresponding-
ly, the theoretical object here is also double as the cloning of minds derives from
the coupling of the biological and the socio-cultural. This is not, however,
unique to religion for so do also, e.g., sports, politics and cuisines. In that
sense, religion is also a case of normative cognition (Jensen 2010). Religious tra-
ditions are packed with norms for uniform behavior; members of religious
groups are imagined as kin; adherents are required to imagine similar future sce-
narios and share emotions and thoughts. In short, religious traditions appear as
coercive ways of cloning minds. Bypassing a prolix battle over definitions, I use
‘religion’ here as an abstract umbrella term for a whole suite of social, cultural
and psychological phenomena. Logically then, many things can be said about
religion and religions: from being systems of social power relations to existential
coping management and salvific imagination programs.! Definitions of, theories
about, and the debates over religion have been countless and they seem to ever
increase in number (Stausberg 2009). A simple reason for this situation is that
religion is so often seen ‘as’ something and then, whatever counts as relevant
for that something then also counts for the view on religion. When a ‘new
turn’ in theory emerges, it will influence the theoretical topography of religion
by creating different perspectives. These carry with them new opportunities as
well as new constraints (Rota, Mostowlansky 2015). Among the later arrivals
in theories of religion are those with evolutionary and cognitive inclinations. If
a scholar or scientist decides to go with any of these, she will be able to see
and say things that were formerly unavailable or invisible but she will also
not be able to continue working in previous ways. In this presentation, I shall
introduce a theoretical framework that aims at taking the sciences at full
value, and underline the importance of vertical integration, that is, seeing ‘the
human mind as part of the human body rather than as its ghostly occupant’
(Slingerland 2008, 11).2

1 Two natures — in one mind

As noted, humans have two natures: the biological and the socio-cultural. With-
out the first, they would not exist and without the latter, they would not exist as
human. Our heritage is dual and culture is now seen as much more influential

1 On the issues of what is religion and what is not, Schilbrack 2014 is mandatory.
2 The term ‘vertical integration’ was originally introduced by Barkow 1992.
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than before (Richerson, Boyd 2006; Tomasello 1999). In this context I shall try to
‘square the circle’ — do what is not so common — namely endorse the idea of an
explanatory continuum, so that informed scholarship may make the social con-
structionist (e.g. discourse analysis) and biological (e.g. cognitive science, psy-
chology) ‘ends meet’ and so close some of the disciplinary gaps that seem to pre-
vent interdisciplinary ‘poly-logue’ (Jensen 2015). In the case of religion, it is
obvious that they should meet because religion is ‘done’ by humans that are bio-
logical creatures living in symbolic cultural niches. Anything that helps us un-
derstand those complex relationships should be welcomed. Thus, biology and
the socio-cultural levels meet (somewhere) and consilience is required if we
want a fuller understanding of what is going on in religious behavior (of all
kinds). Briefly, the concept of ‘consilience’ refers to the principle that evidence
from different and seemingly unrelated sources can ‘converge’ to robust
conclusions.? Consilience is the key to richer or ‘thicker’ understandings of indi-
viduals in religion as well as religion in individuals.* The sociobiologist Edward
Wilson noted that ‘[t|he strongest appeal of consilience is in the prospect of in-
tellectual adventure and, given even modest success, the value of understanding
the human condition with a higher degree of certainty’ (Wilson 1999, 10). The
value of consilience lies especially in the fact that ‘[t|he explanations of different
phenomena most likely to survive are those that can be connected and proved
consistent with one another’ (Wilson 1999, 58). There is a direct reference to
the present topic in that ‘[tlhe mind is supremely important to the consilience
program for a reason both elementary and disturbingly profound: Everything
that we know and can ever know about existence is created there’ (Wilson
1999, 105). A direct encouragement for the study of religion comes with Wilson’s
conviction on future developments: ‘For centuries consilience has been the
mother’s milk of the natural sciences. Now it is wholly accepted by the brain sci-
ences and evolutionary biology, the disciplines best poised to serve in turn as
bridges to the social sciences and humanities’ (Wilson 1999, 291).

Humans are social and cultural creatures and they show a preference for re-
ligion, too. Archaeology, anthropology and the history of religions amply demon-
strate this. For millennia, the modes of the socio-cultural existence of humans
were shaped in relation to religion. For the student driven by curiosity it is in-
deed fortunate that there is no shortage of data. The question is how to use
the data, for which purposes and how to make the data (in the first instance).

3 ‘Consilience’ as a general notion has a history in philosophy from William Whewell onwards,
but the current use of the term was introduced by Wilson in 1999.
4 Geertz 2013 is an apt example of the valuable effects of methodological consilience.
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The unavoidable aspect-dependency is directly related to theory-ladenness. That
in turn depends on and feeds back dialectically to the making and use of con-
cepts and models (Jensen 2009). That is, when taking something to be an in-
stance of ‘religion’, then whatever scholars theorize consciously or unconscious-
ly will feed back into what they perceive and into what they then conceive
(Jensen 2015). There is no theory-free concept of religion. Concepts, models
and theories are the scholars’ ‘windows to the world’. This applies equally to
their conceiving of the world of religion and religions. Therefore, the questions
of what counts as data for what, how, and why are as relevant in their study
of religion as they are anywhere else. How may they theoretically relate the ex-
amples, e.g., of the feeding of a statue of the Buddha, the sermon of a sixteenth
century Protestant preacher, or the ritual seclusion of African boys in an initia-
tion ritual? What are the common denominators that warrant generalization and
comparison of ‘matters religious’? In the following, I shall attempt to demon-
strate how religious behaviors and institutions unambiguously build on
human nature, biological as well as cultural. Religion consists of human behav-
iors; it is as simple as that. Thus, all other kinds of facts, constraints and func-
tions that relate to general behaviors should deductively also apply to religious
behaviors — from neurons and hormones to dreams and self-flagellation. There is
in that sense nothing mysterious about religion. Scientific consilience should at-
test to that.

Although contemporary Western (at least) culture stresses the aspects that
refer to individuals and individuality and so supports the idea of an increasing
degree of individuality and individualism also in religious life, the very idea of
individual religion is as problematic as the idea of private language or private
money. Even the most individual of religious beliefs and behaviors are but var-
iations on and of collective and social forms, simply because of the fact that re-
ligion is inherently collective and social. The view espoused here is plainly both
Durkheimian and Wittgensteinian, however much they might otherwise seem to
differ; the hypothesis here is that they are in deep agreement because of under-
lying, evolved human bio-social traits — including the socio-cultural products of
humanity.”

Thus, when we wish to probe into the relations between individuals and
groups in religious contexts, we may simply consult research on individual
and group relations in general. Of the many different aspects that might enter
the picture, the main focus here will be on the semantic, linguistic, semiotic
properties of the cognitive networks in which human individuals are embedded.

5 In their time these traits could only be surmised. More on this issue below.
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These networks ultimately derive from human nature. Although religions com-
monly direct attention to other than human agents, religion really derives from
and concerns the nature of humanity. In a certain sense, religion is human na-
ture ‘writ large’.® Jesse Bering offers a very plausible account of how that came
about through a combination of human psychological features, acquired during
human evolution (Bering 2011). Then the cultural evolution history ‘took over’
and the evolved psychological substrates became overlaid with ever more com-
plex symbolic technologies (e.g. Tomasello 1999). Much later in history, these
phenomena became the objects of human self-understanding — in theology, in
philosophy and, lastly, in science.

To recapitulate a bit of research history: Ludwig Feuerbach (1804 -1872) ex-
plored how sacralizing human projections influence human, socio-cultural exis-
tence in indirect, reciprocal ways. He discloses how the nature of humanity is the
indirect object of religion; how religious consciousness is the indirect conscious-
ness of humanity and its self-consciousness (Feuerbach 2004 [1845]). Humans
anthropomorphize their universe, create worlds and gods, and attribute
human properties to it all. In this manner, he launched a naturalistic (i.e., psy-
chological) theory about religion as based on human projection. Religion ap-
peared as ‘wishful thinking’ — the dream of the human spirit. In whatever
forms they may take, religious traditions require the work of the human imagi-
nation for their emergence, transmission and continuation. However, not every-
thing goes: there are restrictions, constraints and specific bases for the projective
constructions. Two very different versions of this principle can be found, one of
which in Pascal Boyer’s work, where the French title directly echoes Karl Marx:
‘Et ’homme créa les dieux’. He insists on the work of the imagination in cogni-
tive schemata, templates and counter-intuitive notions and ontologies (Boyer
2003). At the other end of the ideological spectrum, Jonathan Haidt points out
in ‘The Righteous Mind’ how a set of foundations have evolved in moral psychol-
ogy (Haidt 2013). These may have provided the bedrock for the development of
religious moral institutions. At any rate, the epidemic of projections (the distri-
bution of religious ideas) requires the intervention of language, which may in
this case be proven the ‘ultimate artifact’ (Clark 1997). When Max Weber and Clif-
ford Geertz (later) explained how humanity is suspended in ‘webs of signifi-
cance’ it became obvious how such webs are human social constructions that
are transmitted in narrative and discourse, and solidified in norms and institu-
tions.

6 Although the arguments and consequences presented here differ profoundly from those of
Loyal Rue, he has similar ideas (Rue 2006).
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2 Troublesome terms — with great potentials:
meanings and universals

‘Meaning’ is a notoriously troublesome term in English and in relation to religion
it becomes no less so (Jensen 2004). Words have meanings, so do sentences, nar-
ratives and discourses, but there is a long way from what concerns words and
sentences, that is linguistic meaning, to the questions about the ‘meaning of
life’. In the English language there really is little to connect the different conno-
tations beyond the fact that the single term ‘meaning’ is used. However, as it
happens, it is the practice of religious traditions to do that very thing, namely,
to mediate between these levels of ‘meaning’. Religious cosmologies are com-
posed of mythologies, narratives and discourses that put the world into language
— make the world ‘speak’ so to say — as ‘religion is the audacious attempt to con-
ceive of the entire universe as being humanly significant’ (Berger 1967, 28). Reli-
gious traditions are ‘world-making’ (Paden 1994). Throughout history, socio-cul-
tural semantic webs have primarily consisted in religious ideologies and
discourses — with authors (more or less known) from different ‘worlds’ — in
the sense that gods, ancestors, prophets or reformers were often seen as the orig-
inators of speech. The terminologies of pre-modern, traditional languages are sa-
turated by religious meanings with built-in values and norms — they are languag-
es to ‘live by’, and so they are as they become internalized by their users.
Religious traditions provide meaning on most if not all levels in cultures and so-
cieties and so they may universally be seen as ‘semantic engines’ or ‘meaning
machines’. Like most other engines and machines they are invented and operat-
ed by humans.

It was Claude Lévi-Strauss’ genius to see how myths think themselves in hu-
mans without their knowledge of it. In traditional cultures, religious meanings
present themselves as ‘what goes without saying’. They modulate and regulate
human thought, emotion and behavior in normative cognition and so merge
and unite the two natures, biological and cultural: the cultural becomes the nat-
ural and the natural becomes cultural. On the psychological level it is now com-
mon to see the human cognitive machinery as consisting of an innate fast bio-
logical system and an acquired socio-cultural system that are modulated and
regulated by socio-cultural norms and institutions in complex normative cogni-
tion mechanisms (Jensen 2013). In that sense, religious traditions ‘invade’ minds
as the norms and values and the terminologies and cosmologies become inter-
nalized in the members of the groups. However, this is not specific to religion;
it is how all societies and cultures are reproduced. Thus, although religions con-
sist of social facts that have some distinctive characteristics — depending on the
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chosen definition of religion —, universals in religion will resemble the universals
found in society and culture in general. Religions share most of their properties
with other socio-cultural formations. Religions are not that unique when viewed
as human phenomena. The study of religion in general and as part of something
more general would disclose a range of universals that religion shares with other
human and social ’facts’. Here is a list of abstract universals found in all reli-
gions:

Imagination, experience, intentionality, narrative, discourse, classification, cognitive gover-
nance, emotion regulation, action, behaviour, roles, social control, authority, institutions,
power, economies, exchanges, reciprocity, sociality and world-making. All this goes against
the idea of religion as ‘a primitive notion’; that is, a notion, or a phenomenon, which cannot
be broken down into constituent parts and elements (Jensen 2014, 171).”

Where is the individual when social facts such as ideologies and discourses exert
massive influences over human minds? In all likelihood, the individual is right in
the middle of the matrix of social facts. It is a conviction in contemporary media
discourse (notably in the Western world) that the present time is more individu-
alistic and that individualization is the key to understanding present-day social,
cultural and religious forms. However, there are good reasons to suspect that in-
dividualization is precisely one more ideology-driven mode of discourse. If that
is correct, individualization may then be studied (not to be exercised here) as any
other social fact that has a history, as do all other social facts. One of the first to
recognize an emergent individualism in European history was the art historian
Jacob Burckhardt (1818 —-1897). In the Middle Ages, said Burckhardt (in 1860),

[m]an was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, people, party, family, or cor-
poration — only through some general category. In Italy this veil first melted into air; an ob-
jective treatment and consideration of the state and of all the things of this world became
possible. The subjective side at the same time asserted itself with corresponding emphasis;
man became a spirited individual, and recognized himself as such (Burckhardt 1990, 80).

The interesting aspect of this change was that he recorded it in the shifting styles
in painting, that is, the increasing degree of individualism in encoded and re-
corded artefacts that are objects of collective cognition. Individual artists were
driven by collective, social and cultural tendencies — using material objects as
cognitive anchors in a joint process. The individualization inspirations were

7 Add to ‘all this’ also the just mentioned universals ‘semantic engines’ and ‘meaning ma-
chines’. Unfortunately these two terms are already taken as designations — for things that are
very different from the innocent sense they have here.
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given shape and objectivated so that other individuals could internalize them as
social facts.® This is what usually happens in the transmission of religion across
time and space.

3 E-religion: ‘external religion’ and i-religion:
‘internal religion’

The simultaneously public and private character of religion may be conveniently
designated by the terms ‘i-religion’ and ‘e-religion’ (Jensen 2014, 41— 43).° Histor-
ians of religions, archaeologists, anthropologists and sociologists of religion
have (mostly) studied as observable ‘e-religion’, that is, ‘external’ religion that
is ‘outside-the-head’ in texts and expressed in social practices, such as rituals
and institutions, and in material culture. For more than a century there has
been a general consensus in the study of religion to focus on ‘e-religion’, as wit-
nessed in most textbooks and introductions to the study of religion. When stud-
ied in texts, religious beliefs have also been treated as ‘e-religion’, and ‘i-religion’
has mostly remained the province of the psychology of religion. Obviously, many
have attempted to bridge the gap (either way) but often this had lamentable con-
sequences. Historians are normally not adept at psychology, nor have psycholo-
gists had the necessary insights into historical detail, cultural variations or phi-
lological skills. However, it is a sign of growing consilience that this set of
problems is recognized and dealt with in theory and in method. It is apparent
that it can be done, because religion, in any social manifestation, actually (by
itself) bridges the gap between i-religion and e-religion. Humans have ‘hybrid
minds’ with the capacity to make use of extensive cognitive networks (Donald
2001). That is what they do and studying both will only bring forth their mutual
dependency. That is why it also makes sense to study beliefs in texts, because the
same beliefs are replicated (more or less) in minds, and beliefs are what they are
because they are products of minds. That is also why cognitive historiography is
becoming ever more relevant.'® Overall, it seems that religiosity was never as in-
dividualistic as the more belief-centered accounts of religious life envisaged. Nor

8 Along the classic theory and explanation of ‘Externalization, objectivation and internaliza-
tion’ in Berger, Luckmann 1967, 60—-61.

9 Joseph Bulbulia was (presumably) the first to transfer the distinction from linguistics to the
study of religion. (See Stausberg 2009, 156).

10 The Journal of Cognitive Historiography (edited by Esther Eidinow and Luther H. Martin) is a
recent addition to the world of journals. See also Martin 2015.
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does contemporary ‘spiritualization’ seem to be so, as current conceptualizations
of spiritual individualization appear remarkably similar. These considerations
raise the question of ‘How private is the individual?’ Bringing philosophy and
psychology into the discussion may help clarify these issues.

4 Philosophical and psychological
considerations on the scope of individuality

In his important essay ‘The Myth of the Subjective’, the philosopher Donald Da-
vidson stated the following on subjective first-person authority and the very ac-
tivity of thinking in one’s own mind: ‘...thought is necessarily part of a common
public world. Not only can others learn what we think by noting the causal de-
pendencies that give our thoughts their content, but the very possibility of
thought demands shared standards of truth and objectivity’ (Davidson 2001,
52). Whichever way one wishes to think this can only be done in the words, con-
cepts, models and perspectives that the participation in linguistic practices offer.
They offer possibilities, but also constraints and restrictions. It is difficult to
think of anything that does not have a name. The upshot of this is that the sub-
jective is much more public than we habitually consider it to be. We may individ-
ually have the default impression of having private thoughts, but they depend on
there being public thought. Having useable individual amounts of money in our
pockets depends on the existence of a shared economy. In a similar fashion, my
own thoughts are individual tokens of the shared world of thought. Another phi-
losopher, John McDowell has cogently attacked ‘the Myth of the Endogenous
Givenr?, that is, the idea that individual cognitive competence is based on innate
capacities only. He wrote that:

I think we should be suspicious of the thought that we can simply credit human individuals
with this equipment, without benefit of anything like my appeal to initiation into a shared
language and thereby into a tradition. I think the idea that this cognitive equipment needs
no such background is just another outcropping of Givenness (McDowell 1996, 185-186)."*

It is difficult to imagine just what a human being would be without any such in-
itiation into the social world and into language. Humans do not have private cul-
tures or private languages. Ludwig Wittgenstein once explained the impossibility

11 McDowell reiterates Wilfrid Sellar’s attack on the ‘myth of the given’. For an introduction to
Sellar’s argument, see http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/sellars/
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of private language in this manner: ‘The individual words of this language are to
refer to what can be known only to the person speaking; to his immediate private
sensations. So another person cannot understand the language’ (Wittgenstein
1973, 8§243). Consequently, it is ‘.. also unintelligible to its originator who
would be unable to establish meanings for its putative signs’ (Wittgenstein
1973, §243). Likewise, the value of a private currency would be nil. The value
of having shared words, concepts, models and perspectives is that they allow
for communication and so ‘make us smart’. The psychologist Michael Tomasello
presented an in-depth inquiry into (as he terms them) the cultural origins of
human cognition: ‘...the uniquely human forms of thinking... derive from, per-
haps even are constituted by, the interactive discourse that takes place through
the medium of intersubjective and perspectival linguistic symbols, construc-
tions, and discourse patterns’ (Tomasello 1999, 215). In short, humans are like
‘fish in the water of culture’ (Tomasello 1999, 215). Now, perhaps fish do not
even notice the water — but it certainly adds to the understanding of their behav-
ior to have an appreciation for the importance of water. Humans mostly do not
seem to notice culture, but it is there — it is like gravity, no one escapes it. It is
probably trivial to note that the contemporary world offers more in terms of
choice, liberty, and rights to individuals than ever before in the history of hu-
manity. However, that should not lead to the conclusion that humans are ‘is-
lands’ (note that islands have their ‘being-in-the-sea’ as a common universal
property). Even in the most post-modern, post-industrial and hyper-individualist
of sub-cultures it is remarkable how fads, fashions, and styles create clusters of
conformity. Humans are mimetic beings.

The notions of the ‘Individual’ (and all derivations) have complex conceptu-
al histories and sociological consequences. Contemporary Western society in-
cludes ideological constructions that are extremely individual-focused and
they are most likely the products of market ideology and consumerism. Individu-
alism is part of the ‘modern mythology’. It is through ideologies that humans are
made to imagine that they really are ‘individual’, and often individual after a col-
lective fashion. Not least political liberalism takes the individual as a natural
‘given’ — it is not. Ideologies have histories and in this case, they are long histor-
ies. Fuchs and Riipke point out how religious individualization can be found, an-
alyzed, explained, and understood in historical perspectives and how it is ‘not
bound to a macro-theory of modernisation’ (Fuchs, Riipke 2015). Thus, the ‘indi-
vidual’ is a discursive formation: as individuals, we would not even be able to
think of ourselves without shared language, shared norms and shared institu-
tions. Paradoxically, entertaining notions about individualization may thus
also be a way of ‘cloning the mind’. Just like ideologies, religious traditions
also emphasize how their solutions are simply the best — for some or for all.
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Therefore, they require allegiance, deference and uniformity. This leads to the
main point here: how and why the mind is cloned and why religious traditions
matter.

5 ‘Cloning the mind’

‘Cloning the mind’ involves synchronizing cognitive governance, that is, regulat-
ing the ways that humans feel, think, and act in religious traditions through
ways of life, rituals, institutions, dogmas etc. — all that which regulates
human life from womb to tomb. Religious traditions emphasize consistency, reg-
ularity, and uniformity - the examples are unending. Imitation is the keyword
and with some exceptions, religious traditions stress equality and fairness.
The Dao de Ging applies for all of being, the Ten Commandments in the Hebrew
Bible hold for all the Israelites, the Qur'an emphasizes specific behaviors for
Muslims, the Buddhist text on Dependent Origination explains why all humans
suffer, and Inuit stories about the Angakoq (shaman) and the Sea Woman god-
dess stress taboo restrictions. The apex would be ‘that they may become perfectly
one’ (John 17:23). The trusted functionalist story about religion as ‘social glue’
still seems to hold (along with the in-built opposite, of religion as the root of so-
cial discord and exclusion). To the characterization of religious traditions as the
‘cloning of minds’ three questions come into view: What, how, and why?

5.1 Question One: ‘What?’

First, the answer to the ‘what’ question is that all religious traditions (explicitly
or implicitly) promote and enforce social norms and the institutions that these
are embedded in. The processes of ‘making the social world’ have been instruc-
tively and convincingly demonstrated by the philosopher John Searle (Searle
2011). Norms and institutions support the networks of trust that are essential so-
cial governance instruments; society would not exist nor be able to function if
there were no such networks. Briefly stated and all other things considered, re-
ligions are traditional means of affirming communities of trust, predictability,
and familiarity. At a closer look, it seems that religious traditions universally
have super-human agents (gods, spirits, ancestors etc.) that have ‘full strategic
knowledge’, so they are able to observe and commend or punish humans. Just
one example: the Inuit Sea Woman knows who has broken a taboo, which is
why the wild animals do not present themselves as prey. The Shaman mediates
this knowledge to the community and forces the declaration of guilt in breaking
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taboos. There is thus an institutional ‘loop’ between humans, their subsistence
sources, super-human ‘policing’ and knowledge, and morality. This manner of
super-human ‘policing’ not only provides social information but simultaneously
supports and strengthens the norms of the society and its traditions. In so doing
these also provide a measure of high-level ‘predictive coding’ in that they are
based on the regularity of the norms and the behaviors (in mind, body and
group) that they regulate. The possibilities of predicting behaviors rest on a
human propensity for regularity and doing as others do. In social psychology,
this tendency is known as ‘conformity bias’. ‘Group think’ is another version
of this predisposition that can be exploited in cognitive governance as ‘regulat-
ing the mind’. Cognitive governance is often achieved by producing and employ-
ing ‘standard version’ narratives that are common and perhaps tacit knowledge
in a (social, cultural, religious) collective. Narratives express values and norms,
emotions and actions that are relevant to the group, and they may have funda-
mental importance and valence in identity formation, individually or collectively
(Jensen 2011). Religious narratives have ‘exogram’ functions in cognitive and se-
mantic ‘anchoring’, that is, they are outside and between minds before and when
they are internalized by individuals (Donald 2001, 308 -315). They govern the
flow of ideas, distribute memory and thought, guide shared learning, and justify
custom and morality and — not least — they provide meaning. Narratives often
present and contain the constituting norms and institutions with their rules
and deontic powers. In other cases, the institutions are explicit and the narra-
tives implicit and so the underlying narratives require reconstruction. At any
rate, no society, from the smallest band of foragers to the Chinese empire,
could endure without institutions and all that they entail. Their origin or sine
qua non is the human capacity for normative cognition, that is, the ability of nor-
mative values and institutions to modulate and regulate thinking, feeling and
acting. There can be no doubt that religion, generally and universally, ‘rides pig-
gyback’ on evolved traits in humans. There is growing evidence from moral and
evolutionary psychology that religion has evolved in and through a combination
of human psychological traits (Haidt 2013; Bering 2011). This also explains why
religions, despite many differences at the surface level, display underlying gen-
eralities and universals. For instance, the five ‘moral foundations’ in Jonathan
Haidt’s model of moral psychology also appear as universals in religious tradi-
tions. These are all (to varying degrees) preoccupied with harm-care, justice-fair-
ness, in- vs. out-group, hierarchy, and purity and sanctity.
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5.2 Question Two: ‘How?’

The second question, the ‘how’ of the cloning of minds, refers to the extended
functions of the elements in the previous point, especially narratives. Religious
narratives function in and as social cognition; they support and boost collective
intentionality; they provide the means for collective meta-cognition and the
norms for monitoring the behavior of self and others. Humans are social animals
and ‘we-mode’ social cognition may well be considered the natural state of
human collectivity. Humans are also very good at manipulating others, but
they would not be able to do so if the other party did not act as the receiving
end. Cheating presupposes trust. The socio-cultural scaffolding for interactions
may be very diverse, some societies are more just than others, but this only
proves the point about the validity and importance of narratives, norms and in-
stitutions — they may provide conventions with such an aura of factuality that
they seem natural to whoever lives by them. That is how narratives integrate in-
dividuals into themselves. We learn to understand ourselves through stories
about others and through ‘cultural life scripts’ — inherent in religious narratives
(Nelson 2006). This is why storytelling is so fundamentally important in all the
world’s cultures. Religious narratives and life scripts provide the ‘forward biog-
raphies’ of members of the interpretive community as they present examples of
behavior. Myths, legends and hagiographies of all kinds make up the cultural life
script for adherents — for the do’s and the don’ts of the society and not only so in
literate traditions.” Only seemingly are religious narratives about superhuman
agents — they are really about humans, for humans and by humans (this was
Feuerbach’s original insight). Religious narratives tell humans who they are:
not only individually, but collectively as well.

Narratives integrate groups. They set up cognitive ecologies, provide com-
mon values, motivate action co-ordination, govern social institutions, regulate
intentionality and emotions — and deliver the means for mind control. In
order to move beyond any individual’s perceptions, communication, language
and narrative (in all forms and modes) are needed to ‘mediate’ and that is
how the narratives function as tools for cognition: they provide means for know-
ing what is in ‘other minds’."® The psychologist Jerome Bruner (in ‘The Transac-
tional Self”) famously noted that ‘... our sensitivity to narrative provides the
major link between our own sense of self and our sense of others in the social

12 For examples of myths in non-literate societies, see Jensen 2009a, e.g. the contributions by
Pierre Clastres and Edwin Hutchins.

13 Include here body-language, mime, material objects — anything that may be attributed, and
convey, meaning.
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world around us’ (Bruner 1986, 69). He is seconded on this point by the neuro-
psychologist Merlin Donald: ‘Narratives are a very sophisticated means of con-
structing wider representations of intricate and abstract social events... the ca-
pacity to construct narratives is linked to the capture of long and intricate
social events’ (Donald 2012, 44). In this sense, narratives are a way of ‘slowing
down’ the work of the brain and thus enabling the communicative functions.
In religious narratives, humans are able to construct representations of intricate
relations to and interactions with superhuman agents: uniting living and dead,
human and super-human in a single, complex fictional space.'* In this manner it
becomes understandable, how i- and e-religion abstract objects, such as values,
norms, ideas and representations of super-human agents may become manifest-
ed in material objects and all things that can be narrativized, that is, talked about
and attributed meaning. Any human being who is a member of a society is thus
plunged into the seas of meaning. In this case, the seas of religious meaning are
the primary object. Although no one knows for just how long, there is no doubt
that these ‘seas’ have been with humans for a very long time. It is obvious that
social communication and other forms of exchange have greatly facilitated co-
operation and human social life in general.® This relates, again to the accepted
functionalist views of religion as social glue and complexity reduction. Needless
to say (but here it is), in-group solidarity may well breed and feed on out-group
hostility as well as the detection of in-group free-riders and defectors (e. g. Boyer
2001, 265-296).

5.3 Question Three: ‘Why?’

Turning to the third question, the ‘why?’, it must be noted that another dimen-
sion has surfaced in research in recent years: one that adds important facts to
the understanding of that question. It has become clear that the predictive poten-
tial of the human brain is key and that ‘predictive codings’ are the default proc-
esses. The brain is constantly predicting and aligning; it is ‘pattern-seeking’ and
trying to make sense of sensory inputs. The brain is not just recording, but also
actively trying to figure out ‘what next’.’ It turns out that the human cognitive

14 An example: Ed Hutchins’ analysis of the living Trobriand Islanders and their relations to the
mental states of the Baloma spirits (in Jensen 2009a, 337 —357).

15 ‘Costly signaling theory’ has provided clues for an understanding of how such communica-
tion works; see e.g. Bulbulia 2013 for a concise overview.

16 There is a growing body of technical literature on this topic, but see the article by the phi-
losopher Andy Clark (Clark 2013) for an overview.
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machinery extensively provides expectations and predictions to which the sen-
sory input is matched, modulated, and perhaps corrected in accordance with ex-
isting knowledge. This knowledge can (and often does) consist of social and cul-
tural conventions that furnish multi-level downward predictions, as in the form
of ‘Oh, this is what we habitually consider sacred’ (or clean etc.), and respond
accordingly. Therefore, the contents of religious traditions may serve as means
for high-level predictive coding. In the collectivist theoretical paradigm endorsed
here, this also means that when the individuals who belong to a particular tra-
dition or interpretive community internalize the prevalent norms and values they
also acquire predictive ‘tools’. Religious traditions contain norms and values that
are already encoded; cosmologies and classification systems are often totalizing
ideologies, which influence all that comes under their sacred canopies. On the
other hand, there are also benefits as the resulting uniformity and congruence
help individuals and groups predict, monitor, and understand the behaviors of
self and others. Seen in this perspective, religious traditions prove their worth
as ‘prediction-machines’ with the potentials for complexity reduction: knowing
that others share the same codes can be helpful (from imagining ancestors to af-
fect regulation). These functions also benefit the individual and increase its so-
cial fitness and value as a group-member. Coalitional psychology and conformity
bias go a long way to explain why group adherence is so strong in humans. The
study of religion (and culture in general) then furnish higher-level explanations
of how groups and individuals behave.

Religions are and provide social facts between minds — in norms, values, and
institutions that stabilize communication even when mediated across time
(through generations) and space (geographical distribution). Holy scriptures, rit-
uals, and institutions allow for distributed cognition that enables collective ac-
tion with others not present: ‘we’ may imitate, attempt to think, feel, and act
like a holy person of somewhere else and some other time. Humans do ‘tune
in’ to one another; it is part of their nature to do so.” Social and cultural insti-
tutions support these functions in cognitive and behavioral alignment (Jensen
2015). Religions are very much about imitation. Imitation, or mimesis, is the de-
fault mode of human learning. Without it, there would be no human culture, no
accumulation of ideas and skills. Thus, imitation is the backbone of religious

17 The story about ‘mirror neurons’ has become ever more complex. There is no doubt that they
are necessary in an explanation of the bases of human social behavior (Rizzolatti, Sinagaglia
2008). Questions remain as to just how important they are and what else is involved in
human co-operation (Hickok 2014).
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practice, or inversely and somewhat sacrilegiously, religious ideologies’ practi-
ces shape the sanctification of mimesis.'®

Even the most individualizing (religious) behaviors are deeply social and
collective — not least for their interpretation as, e.g., religious.'® Even the most
drastic and rebellious reformers need to use the previous terminologies of
their interpretive communities: Buddha, Jesus, Fidel Castro.... Humans depend
on their relations to others in order to create meaning in the first place. Religious
traditions strive to stabilize meanings as results of interpreting their ‘ultimate sa-
cred postulates’ (Rappaport 1999, 277—-312). The danger of conflict is then elevat-
ed to the sphere of that which is ‘set apart and forbidden’ as in Emile Durkheim’s
famous definition of religion as a ‘moral community’.

Religions traditions encourage humans to think, feel, and act in unison
(which they then do more or less). When so doing, religious traditions do not im-
pose anything new or different to human nature, as noted above on the mimetic
nature of religious behavior. Religion is in that sense natural — as an extension or
amplification of the human propensity to act with others. This is one more rea-
son why it is easy to be religious and much easier than doing science.?* When
Pascal Boyer published The Naturalness of Religious Ideas: A Cognitive Theory
of Religion in 1994, it was a milestone in the development of scientific thought
about religion. On a more modest scale, I shall suggest here that the ‘cloning
of minds’ to a large degree results from the naturalness of religious behavior.
However, it should be noted that this idea would not emerge nor be supported
were it not for the confluence of scientific and scholarly inspirations, data,
and evidence from a whole range of different fields and disciplines that work
with phenomena on many separate levels. Previously, it was common to consid-
er higher-level phenomena, e.g. ‘culture’, as devoid of causality at lower levels,
e.g. biology, but this persuasion has been challenged (e.g. Tomasello 1999;
Boyd, Richerson 2006; Clark 2013). There is no reason why ‘culture’ — and
thus ‘religion’ — could not be both caused and causal (Plotkin 2003, 104-105).
So-called ‘downward causation’ is a probable effect and so social and cultural
phenomena may well be responsible for functions in lower-level mechanisms.
Cognition is causal in relation to culture but culture is also causal in relation
to cognition (Jensen 2002). Remember that culture is not a thing, but a term

18 The capacity for mimesis is the basis for human cultural evolution as demonstrated in Merlin
Donald’s extensive theory of the evolution of human consciousness (Donald 2001).

19 Hyper-individual pathological behavior excluded.

20 See Robert N. McCauley on this issue (McCauley 2013).
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that denotes a whole range of psychological and social processes.”* To state it
briefly: something as ‘ethereal’ as religion may be very much involved in the be-
havioral patterns of individuals and (thus also) groups. If and when religious tra-
ditions regulate emotions in particular rituals, they also regulate the hormonal
responses in the same individuals.

6 Conclusion

Religion is about more than belief. On the ‘cloning of minds’ hypothesis, reli-
gious traditions and all that they involve are also about bodies, emotions, and
coalitions, and among other things, belong to an inclusive science of religion.
‘Inclusive’ because it accepts as many levels of description as are necessary
for the given task. Here, the task was to describe and explain how religion func-
tions between individual minds so as to make up corporate social bodies and
how the ensuing ‘cloning of minds’ posits religion as a socio-cultural superstruc-
ture that has its roots in human biology and thus psychology. A clear example of
this principle is provided by the developmental psychologist Daniel Siegel in his
program for an ‘interpersonal neurobiology’, that is, how humans are connected
as products of their brains and their relationships. Siegel states that: ‘...human
connections shape neural connections, and each contributes to mind. Relation-
ships and neural linkages together shape the mind. It is more than the sum of its
parts; this is the essence of emergence’ (Siegel 2012, 3). Thus, studying the indi-
vidual helps to understand the social — and vice versa. Biologically, humans are
individuals — but culturally they are not. They are much more ‘cloned’ than they
would ever imagine from a first-person perspective. Anyone who has ‘grown a
baby’ will know this: socialization is really about ‘tuning in’ until the cultural
becomes so natural that it could not have been otherwise. ‘Consilience’ is the
catchword for future research on such issues because scientifically the world
of humans is a highly complex theoretical object. The study of religion — in its
many varieties — demonstrates this more clearly than do many other fields of
study.

21 ‘Cultural priors’ is the technical term for the socially induced expectations that individuals
(and groups) have. They build on previous experiences and are responsible for the subsequent
processing of perception. In terms of religious traditions, such priors may determine, for in-
stance, how various foodstuffs are perceived and evaluated.
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Of Yellow Teaching and Black Faith:
Entangled Knowledge Cultures and the
Creation of Religious Traditions

Abstract: The spread of Tibetan Buddhism to the Mongolian regions in the late
sixteenth century did not only result in often violent confrontations between Ti-
betan Buddhist monks and Mongolian religious specialists, the male and female
shamans, but also led to a reification process of local religious practices and
concepts resulting in the creation of a single tradition on the discourse level.
In my paper I will show how the ‘teaching of the shamans’ has come to be
formed as both a concept and a practice in early-modern Inner Asia. By analyz-
ing its discursive formation and entangled historical configurations, from late
sixteenth century Mongolia to late nineteenth century Buryatia, the paper
aims to shed light on the question how religious traditions are discursively cre-
ated and socially affirmed.

Keywords: ‘teaching of the shamans’, Tibetan Buddhism, Mongols, Buryats,
Sasin, b6ge mérgol, Shamanism, global history of religion, entangled history, re-
ligious traditions

1 Introduction

Sometime in the first decades of the seventeenth century, the Mongolian Bud-
dhist monk Neyici Toyin' traveled in nowadays Eastern Mongolia, using his heal-
ing powers and magical abilities to convert the Mongols to the ‘Yellow Teaching’,
the dGe lugs pa-form of Tibetan Buddhism. His hagiography, entitled Garland of
wish-fulfilling jewels (Mo. Cindamani-yin erike), written nearly a century later, tells
us about the reaction of the indigenous religious specialists, the shamans, when
they heard that Neyici Toyin was approaching their region:

1 The classical Mongolian is rendered according to Rachewiltz 1996, with the exception of the
letter j which is given without the hacek. For well-known Tibetan and Mongolian terms, however,
I use the popular spellings, thus ‘Dalai Lama’ instead of ‘Dalai Blama'. The Tibetan is trans-
literated according to Wylie, Sanskrit is transliterated according to the internationally accepted
rules.
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[...] these shamans talked to each other: ‘From the western direction a very powerful lama is
coming. Upon his arrival there will be no place where he can stop and rest, so, when he
calls on us, we will not come’ (Prajiiasagara 1739, fol. 53r-53v).

The text suggests that in their refusal to meet the Buddhist monk the shamans
acted as a unified social body. This information is contrary to all historical
knowledge about shamans. In historical Mongolian communities male and fe-
male shamans were ritual specialists who were individually called by the spirits
and who acted on their own. We do not have any historical evidence of ‘shaman-
ic associations’ or any kind of institutional shamanic organization in the Mongo-
lian territories other than the short passage I just quoted. Why, then, are the sha-
mans treated in our source as a compact social body?

Another case: In the late seventeenth century the Kangxi emperor of the
newly established Qing dynasty in China had successfully integrated the Mon-
gols of Inner and Outer Mongolia into his empire. Subsequently, the Qing dynas-
ty promoted ‘inner peace’ in the outer regions of the Empire by legal measures.
The first law code to be commissioned by the Qing was the so called ‘Mongol law
code of the Kangxi Era’ (1662-1722), published sometime after 1694 (Heuschert
1998, 46—50). This law code, of all in all 152 articles, contains one article on the
community of the Buddhist lamas and the community of the male and female
shamans (Mo. lam-a-nar-yin ayimay. Boge iduyan-u ayimay) (Heuschert 1998,
215-216 [fol. 39v-41r]). The article lays down the punishments administered to
lamas and shamans who do not follow the socio-religious injunctions (Mo.
yosun) of their respective communities. The Qing administration thus dealt
with the highly individual indigenous religious specialists of the Mongols in
the same way as they dealt with the Buddhist monks. They treated both as social
groups and as juridical bodies.

Actually, it was this law code that a couple of years ago made me aware of
the rigorous reification process the Mongolian male and female shamans were
subjected to and which led to the discursive formation of a religious tradition
called in translation ‘teaching of the shamans’ (Mo. bdge-ner-iin Sasin) or ‘vener-
ation of the shamans’ (Mo. boge morgol) in seventeenth century Mongolia, long
before the ‘shamanism paradigm’ was formulated in Enlightenment Europe
(Kollmar-Paulenz 2012). Shamanic practices and shamanic imagery have been
and are, despite the strong influence of global neo-shamanism, not a coherent
system, but rather a collection of representations, which can appear at different
places and be employed in various ways (Humphrey 1999, 192). Their fluidity de-
fies standardization. Even today, they are best studied in their particular social
settings in contexts of local power relations. Notwithstanding that, in late six-
teenth and early seventeenth century Mongolia we can ohserve how these
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local ritual practices that were performed by particular religious specialists were
gradually turned into an abstract, homogeneous and ahistorical entity by sub-
suming them under a generic terminology that discursively identified a specific
field of social interaction and was articulated mainly in antagonistic categories
(Kollmar-Paulenz 2013, 167-173). In the following, I will explore how this stand-
ardized and stable religious tradition of ‘shamanism’ was established and natu-
ralized in early-modern Mongolia and shaped people’s perception of social real-
ity. I hope that a closer look at the discursive formation of Mongolian
‘shamanism’ will help to shed light on the general question how religious tradi-
tions emerge and are established. To this aim, after some short remarks on my
conceptual approach, I will first focus on the events that led to the Buddhist
transformation of the Mongolian religious landscape in the late sixteenth centu-
ry. Secondly, I will examine the discourse that accompanied and shaped this
transformation and led to the construction of a reified system of ‘shamanism’.
The third part of this chapter concentrates on the Buryat-Mongols and analyzes
the changes the discourse on the ‘teaching of the shamans’ underwent under
Russian-European influence in the nineteenth century.

The discursive creation of a ‘teaching of the shamans’ touches on one partic-
ular aspect in recent theoretical debates in Religious Studies, the relation be-
tween Non-European and European knowledge systems. If one is familiar with
the Mongolian configuration of the ‘teaching of the shamans’ and early key
texts like Dorji Banzarov’s highly influential The Black Faith or Shamanism
among the Mongols, first published in 1846 and to this day one of the classics
in shamanism research (Banzarov 1846), it is impossible to ignore that the Euro-
pean debate about shamans was influenced by the Mongolian discourse. Up to
now, however, this goes mainly unnoticed in scholarship. Although postcolonial
theory explicitly acknowledges, in the words of Robert Young, ‘that the intellec-
tual and cultural traditions developed outside the west constitute a body of
knowledge that can be deployed to great effect against the political and cultural
hegemony of the west’ (Young 2010, 65), the debate still privileges Western
knowledge systems, often to the exclusion of their non-Western counterparts. In-
deed, scholarly opinion has shifted from the assertion of the complete silence of
native voices to what Charles Hallisey has called the ‘intercultural mimesis’: that
is, ‘aspects of a culture of a subjectified people influenced the investigator to rep-
resent that culture in a certain manner’ (Hallisey 1995, 33). And yet, the history of
those ‘aspects of a culture’ in their own contexts and networks of relations and
interactions is still ignored. All too often, non-European knowledge cultures
seem to emerge out of their obscurity and come into existence only in their rela-
tion and response to the encounter with Europe, in the process losing their own
historical legacy. In this way, the stereotypes of an active, theory-producing West
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and a passive, theory-consuming non-West, are continued rather than aban-
doned.

We may ask ourselves whether it is still promising to follow theoretical mod-
els into which unquestioned dichotomies of the European ‘self’ and its ‘other’ are
inscribed. With regard to a global history of religion (Kollmar-Paulenz 2010, 265 —
268. 274—275; Bergunder 2011, 50 —55; Kollmar-Paulenz 2013, 185-187), it could
be more fruitful to undertake a radically new positioning, to do a new survey of
the religious landscapes and to draw new maps that no longer privilege Europe
as the beginning and end of the history of religions, to explore new spaces and
historical entanglements. To realize such an endeavor, Religious Studies could
(and indeed has already started to do so) probe into approaches that are used
in Global History Studies, particularly the concept of history as an ‘ensemble
of entanglements’ (Conrad, Randeria 2002). Writing history as entanglement en-
tails taking the many interactions of different world regions as a starting point
for a transnational historiography that concentrates on the de-centralized char-
acter of global entanglements. Intimately connected to, or indeed a special focus
of, a Global History perspective, an entangled history approach does not treat
the subjects of historical examination as stable, given entities, but as man-
made constructions into which specific mechanisms of power are inscribed.
This approach no longer allows for a fixed, regional-geographic center or a priv-
ileged subject, and opts for a ‘co-equalness’ with regard to epistemic cultures.? It
stresses the fundamental role that the interactions between different regions of
the world have played for the formation of a global modernity.

Extending the entangled history approach to religious cultures, I will exam-
ine the respective interactions and entanglements of the Tibeto-Mongolian Bud-
dhist cultural regions. My main geographical focus will thus be on Tibet, Mon-
golia, China and Russia. To counteract the still unsolved problems of this
approach which I see mainly in the terms and taxonomies we use for analysis
and which are all taken from a European intellectual context,* I will combine
the entangled history approach with a micro-historical analysis, in which special
attention will be paid to local dynamics and concrete historical spaces.

Methodologically, this contribution is situated in historical discourse analy-
sis that asks about the ways how in the historical process knowledge is produced
(Landwehr 2008). I rely on a variety of individual Mongolian and Tibetan sources

2 Compare Chakrabarty 2000, 29.

3 One illuminating case-study is provided by van der Veer 2001.

4 For the problem of the universal use of historically particular analytical categories and theo-
ries see Pernau 2007.
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that belong to different literary genres: historical chronicles® and biographies;®
colophons of the Mongolian Buddhist canon (Mo. Ganjuur) (Ligeti 1942; Kas’ya-
nenko 1993; Siluyun budayun iiye onoqui neretii sudur); ritual texts, both Bud-
dhist and non-Buddhist (Heissig 1992; Chiodo 2009); legal documents (Heu-
schert 1998; Bajarsajchan 2004), and bi-lingual terminological dictionaries
(Dag yig mkhas pa’i byung gnas; Ye shes rdo rje 1959). This heterogeneous corpus
of texts allows me to follow the dynamics of the discourse in different segments
of the historical realities it produces. The sources span a time period of roughly
three hundred years, the earliest having been written around the year 1600, the
most recent in the last decade of the nineteenth century. They have their origins
mostly in the Inner and Outer Mongolian regions that during that period were
part of the Manchu-Chinese Qing Empire, and nearly all of them are written
by Buddhist authors. For the nineteenth century, I also draw on Buryat-Mongo-
lian historical chronicles (Toboyin 1863; Yum Ciing 1875). The Buryats were sub-
jects of the Russian Empire, a fact which did have a significant impact on the
formation of their knowledge systems, as we will later see.

2 The Mongols turn Buddhist

When in 1578 the then most powerful ruler in the Mongolian steppes, Altan
Qayan of the Tiimed Mongols, and the Tibetan Buddhist monk bSod nams
rgya mtsho, the later Third Dalai Lama, met at the temple of Cabéiyal at Kokenor
lake, their meeting marked the beginning of the Buddhist domination of the
Mongolian regions (Sagaster 2007). Soon after the meeting of the ruler and the
monk, Tibetan lamas began to spread the dharma, the Buddhist teaching,
among the different Mongolian peoples, and within a time span of not much
more than fifty years the Mongols had nearly completely taken up Tibetan Bud-
dhist concepts and practices and were effectively Buddhicized. Only in the adja-
cent regions of nowadays Buryat-Mongolia this process slowed down and Bud-
dhism took root in these regions as late as the eighteenth century. The historic
meeting did not only lead to the formation of a new social class in Mongolian
societies, the Buddhist sangha, that was politically put on a par with the Mongo-
lian nobility, but also brought about the — at first glance — thorough Buddhist

5 Vanchikova 2001; Anonymous 1607; Haenisch 1955; Anonymous 18" century; Anonymous
1980; Lubsandanjin 1655; Byamba Erke Dayicing 1677; Siregetii Guosi Dharma 1739; Rasi-
pungsuy 1774/75; Jimbadorji 1834 -1837.

6 Prajiiasagara 1739; Bawden 1961; Kampfe 1976a; Kampfe 1976b; Kampfe 1977; Kampfe
1979a; Kampfe 1979b.
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transformation of the Mongolian religious landscape. This landscape was char-
acterized by a multiplicity of local religious practices that were grounded in
and at the same time constituted a specific perspectivist ontology that has re-
cently been coined as ‘transcendental perspectivism’ (Holbraad, Willerslev
2007). Mongolian baiyal, ‘nature’ that is not separate from but includes
human beings, is envisaged as vibrant with entities that have their own ‘majesty’
(Mo. siir) or effectiveness (Mo. ¢adal) which is simply there (Humphrey 2003,
136). Shamans receive their power from these energies which are often visualized
as spirits (Humphrey 2003, 151). Framed in a narrative of the clash of two oppos-
ing world views, the Buddhist encounter with these local religious specialists
was in many aspects a battle for social and political authority. The Buddhist
monks were quick to challenge the authority of the dominant Mongolian reli-
gious specialists, the male and female shamans. They had on their side the Mon-
golian rulers and the nobility who actively sought to implement the new religion
among their subjects. The local rulers in late sixteenth century Mongolia issued
laws that prohibited shamanizing and those religious practices related to it (Hae-
nisch 1955, fol. 77r). Such practices included the worship of the Ongyod, the pow-
erful ancestor spirits and spiritual helpers of the shamans, and blood sacrifices.
However, the rituals and practices that belonged to every-day socio-religious life,
like the worship and cult of the mountain, the fire cult or the veneration of the
hearth deity, as well as the various groups of gods, demons and spirits believed
to enliven the world, were not forbidden, but gradually transformed and incor-
porated into Buddhist practices and beliefs.”

Local rulers prohibited the practice of shamanizing, and also actively perse-
cuted the male and female shamans, as the Mongolian biography of Altan
Qayan, entitled ‘Statra named “precious clearness” (Mo. Erdeni tunumal neretii
sudur), suggests:

After they had set on fire the outer Ongyod images, they weakened and eliminated the ec-
static and ignorant male and female shamans (Anonymous 1607, fol. 29r).

The burning of the Ongyod, the spirit-helpers of the shamans and thus of highly
symbolic value, is reported in our Mongolian and also some Tibetan sources
(Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho 1984, 148). The destruction of the Ongyod
and other shamanic paraphernalia, like the clothes or the drum, contributed
to the growing invisibility of shamanic representations in the social field.

7 See the Collected Works of the Third Mergen Gegen (1717 —1766) (Mergen Gegen 2006) who
among his many writings composed Buddhist texts for local spirits (Humphrey, Ujeed 2013,
187).
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The secular authorities did not only try to put an end to the activities of the
shamans by purges and by law, but also bribed the people into performing Bud-
dhist rituals. According to the Garland of wish-fulfilling jewels the ruler of the
Qor¢in Mongols in Eastern Mongolia publicly proclaimed material rewards, for
example a cow or a horse, if the local people learned to recite Buddhist formulas
(Prajhasagara 1739, fol. 46v). Moreover, the monks themselves employed this
method to win people over, as the same source reports (Prajiasagara 1739,
fol. 74r-74v).

While the central Qing government did not actively persecute the shamans,
the imperial policy of supporting the Mongolian Buddhist institutions indirectly
contributed to the social marginalization of the shamans in the Mongolian soci-
eties. The success of this reconfiguration of Mongolian social reality is again
transparent in the legislation: the article about the lamas and the shamans
was annulled at a later date in favor of a new article which, however, only ad-
dressed the lamas (Bajarsajchan 2004, 224-229; Heuschert 1998, 136-137).
From then on, the shamans were rendered invisible in the Qing law codes.

3 Creating a new religious tradition: The ‘false
view of the male and female shamans’

The Buddhist advent in Mongolia was accompanied by a narrative that establish-
ed Buddhism as the ‘true teaching’ and the shamanic practices as the ‘false view’
(Mo. buruyu iijel). In a text fragment about the ritual repelling of bad omens
found in Xarbuxyn Balgas and dating around the year 1600 (Chiodo 2009,
182), I came upon the first such statement that singled out shamans as a distinct
social group and attributed to them a specific world-view. The appellation
buruyu iijel-tii boge iduyan, ‘male and female shamans possessing a false
view’, was often used in direct opposition to burgan-u Sasin, the ‘teaching of
the Buddha’, as the following example illustrates:

In this way, the false view [of the shamans] was brought to its end, and the teaching of the
Buddha emerged pure and clear (Prajiiasagara 1739, fol. 54r).

The network of concepts used to articulate this narrative and the normative as-
sumptions underlying it are part of the Indo-Tibetan knowledge systems. Mongo-
lian buruyu ijjel translates the Tibetan term lta log (‘aberrant view’) which in a
Tibetan Buddhist context usually denounces controversial doctrinal views and
thus an alleged erroneous understanding of the dharma and its practice. This
philosophical terminology belongs to a broader inner-Buddhist discourse
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about philosophical doctrines and their soteriological values (Lopez 1996). Thus,
the Mongolian use of buruyu iijel confirms an inner-Buddhist discourse about the
religious ‘other’. Its application illustrates the reifying processes in the Buddhist
discourse of the time with regard to the shamans and shows that their practices
were judged from a normative and exclusivist Buddhist viewpoint. The terms em-
ployed, iijel, ‘[world]view’, and nom, ‘teaching’ (in the statement yadayadu nom,
‘outer teaching’), are associated with concepts and practices that are considered
karmically wrong, like blood sacrifices.® However, in the communicative process
of translation, the Tibetan philosophical term and concept of Ita log® was subtly
accommodated to the Mongolian context. The semantic field of Mongolian iijel,
‘the act of seeing, beholding, view, conception’ stresses the notion of the individ-
ual as interdependent part of the community and the role visuality plays in the
individual’s relationship with the group. In contrast to the Tibetan concept of lta
ba which focuses on philosophical expositions, the discourse structured by the
semantic field of iijel emphasizes the role of the actors and their performance, as
well as their emotional and intellectual responses to seeing and being seen.
The attribute ‘male and female shamans’ designates the actors of the ‘false
view’ who in the narratives are recurrently represented as ‘morally bad’ (Mo.
mayu), as fake-healers and evil sorcerers. This personalization gives us an impor-
tant clue about the structural aspect that allowed the Tibetan monks to include
the male and female shamans in the same social field of interaction as them-
selves and thus ascribe a common generic taxonomy to them. Their activities
are described in competition to the Buddhist monks: they performed publicly
as healers and exorcists for the benefit of their communities. Such activities
have not only been the main field of interaction for shamanic practitioners,
but also for many Buddhist religious practitioners that are subsumed under
the Tibetan generic term chos pa, ‘people who are expert of religious practice’,
as a Tibetan dictionary explains (Zhang Yisun 1985, 840). Many Tibetan
monks are very apt at employing rituals and practices primarily aimed at healing
and divination, at exorcizing and conjuring up evil forces. The Mongolian Bud-

8 See, for example, the extensive discussion about the ‘aberrant cutting’ (Tib. gcod log) practice
in Khams smyon ‘Jigs bral chos kyi seng ge 1974, fol. 70v-74r. An aberrant view necessarily
leads to an aberrant practice: the author accuses the practitioners of the ‘aberrant cutting’ of
cannibalism and the use of drugs (fol. 70v).

9 The dGe lugs pa-understanding of ‘aberrant view” which is also valid in the Mongolian Bud-
dhist context includes ‘a denial of cause, effect, functionality, and existent phenomena’ (Hop-
kins 1983, 260-261). The ‘aberrant view’ is one of the five ‘afflicted views’ (Tib. lta ba nyon
mongs can) which build one of the six root afflictions according to the dGe lugs pa Prasangi-
ka-Madhyamika philosophy (Hopkins 1983, 256).
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dhist sources are full of stories in which a Buddhist lama competes with a sha-
man in healing a sick person. The Garland of wish-fulfilling jewels reports the par-
ticularly impressing story of an old blind female shaman who is healed by the
famous Buddhist missionary Neyic¢i Toyin and in the aftermath ‘the shamaness
worshipped with true and sincere faith’ (Prajiiasagara 1739, fol. 44r). The sha-
mans occupied the same social role and function as many a Buddhist monk,
and were thus categorized according to their social function.

Yet other taxonomies, not all of them stressing differences, structured the
emerging discourse about ‘the teaching of the shamans’. In Mongolian texts of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the terms Sasin maérgol for ‘Buddhism’
and bdge morgdl for ‘Shamanism’ were used. Mongolian morgdl literally denotes
‘the act of bowing’, stressing the bodily performance of venerating the dharma
or, respectively, the shamans. Both terms emphasize the visible and performative
aspects of the Mongolian embodied construction of ‘religion’. Perhaps the most
important reason for the rapid Buddhist transformation of the Mongolian societ-
ies lies exactly in the fact that the Mongols and the Tibetans shared a very similar
socio-religious habitus. The habitus, as Bourdieu has shown, cannot become
subject to reflection without being distorted. Habitual knowledge remains inar-
ticulate and unable to express itself. In a fundamental way it is anchored in
our bodies and may be addressed as practical and enacted knowledge (Bourdieu
1993, 122-146). The shared Mongolian-Tibetan habitus is most obvious in the on-
tological perception of the natural environment which both Tibetans and Mon-
gols imagine as enlivened space constituted of natural entities whose unpredict-
able energies and powers call for intersubjective interactions. In early modern
Mongolian societies the acting out of such embodied knowledge was of crucial
importance. To ‘spread the dharma’ first of all implied to carry into effect Bud-
dhist rituals and practices and to inscribe them bodily, in loud recitations of
Mantras and Dharanis, in acts of bowing and throwing one’s body to the earth
etc. Further, in counteraction to the shamanic performance that always needs
a public, the dharma also had to be performed publicly. The body itself became
a visible marker of a Buddhist religious identity, and therefore both bodily per-
formance and spatial presence were effective means to appropriate socio-reli-
gious power and prestige. The Buddhist monks provided additional and some-
times also new meanings to bodily engrained patterns of socio-religious
knowledge, thereby slowly and subtly transforming existing practices and rit-
uals. It is important to note that these new meaningful conceptions did not re-
place the older ones but were transformations of them.

The ‘teaching of the shamans’ was also addressed as (Mo.) gara Sasin, ‘black
teaching’, in binary opposition to (Mo.) sira Sasin, ‘yellow teaching’, which the
dGe lugs pa, the dominant Tibetan-Buddhist school in Mongolia, used as a
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self-referential designation in the Mongolian regions. Mongolian gara, ‘black’, is
a highly inauspicious color among the Mongols. Therefore, normative assump-
tions underlie the narratives of the ‘black teaching’, authorizing and naturalizing
a definition of shamans as a social group whose concepts and practices princi-
pally endanger their respective social communities, imagining them to apply
negative forces to achieve their sinister aims. We know from Buddhist chronicles
and the few shamanic prayers which have been written down that very soon sha-
mans adopted and reconfigured this appellation, this time with a partly positive
self-ascription: they associated ‘black’ with spiritual potency. From then on,
black shamans were considered to be the most powerful ones, untouched by
Buddhist concepts and practices. Yet at the same time they were believed to
be potentially harmful to their communities. This ambivalent image of the
‘black shaman’ is still valid today (Heissig 1992, 205; Pedersen 2011, 76 and 88).

On the one hand the Mongolian discourse, structured by the terms iijel, nom
and Sasin, has to be read against the Tibetan epistemic background. On the other
hand the Tibetan concepts that were transported by these terms were adjusted to
their new communicative contexts. With regard to their respective contexts, the
Tibetan terms have a broad semantic scope, but, as already explicated, most
often they emphasize a well-ordered system of doctrines and teachings. There-
fore, when the practices and rituals the shamans performed were appropriated
as ‘[world]-view’ or ‘teaching’ on the discourse level, this appropriation brought
about a change in the Mongols’ perception of socio-religious reality. The sha-
mans were now treated as a distinct group which adhered to a fixed and stable
corpus of rules, doctrines and practices, a development that is also attested in
the afore-mentioned legal codes of the Qing Empire. Discourse and social struc-
ture are thus dialectically related, as discursive acts are simultaneously descrip-
tive and constitutive of social reality. The degree of self-evidence the ‘teaching of
the shamans’ had reached in the eighteenth century is particularly revealing in a
short chronicle entitled ‘History of the Ongyod “Black Protector”” (Mo. Ongyod
qar-a sakiyus-un teiike sudur bicig). Composed by an unknown author who
must have had insider knowledge about shamanic lineages and narratives, the
chronicle provides in an epic narrative an origin hypothesis for the emergence
of shamans and shamanizing, making use of the term surtayun, literally ‘that
which is studied, science, rules, doctrine’ (Lessing 1960, 740), to identify a ‘doc-
trine of the female shamans’ (Mo. udayun-u surtayun) (Anonymous 18th century,
4).

The discursively created religious tradition of the ‘black teaching’, or ‘black
faith’, as the Buryat scholar Dorji Banzarov translated the term, is socially pres-
ent in the religious specialists, the male and female shamans, but it excludes the
lay people that in a Christian understanding build up a religious community. No
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Mongolian source from the Mongolian territories within the Qing Empire ad-
dresses lay people as building part of the social organization of the ‘shamanic’
tradition. The concept of lay-followers as opposed to religious specialists and the
idea that both groups constitute a religious community of a specific persuasion
has been extremely rare in early-modern Inner-Asian societies. The question of
who belonged to which religious tradition was in most contexts not relevant out-
side the circle of religious specialists.

4 European influences on Tibetan and Mongolian
knowledge cultures

Our Mongolian sources are curiously lacking in one important aspect. We have
seen that since the late sixteenth century a shamanic view or teaching was sin-
gled out in discourse, the male and female shamans being the agents of this
teaching. But what do we learn about the configuration of this teaching, about
its doctrines, its practices, its ethics? All our primary sources from the Inner
and Outer Mongolian territories do not provide any data about shamanic doc-
trines and practices, apart from the already mentioned healing and exorcizing
practices. No text gives a detailed description of the concepts and practices
that are evoked in the examined terms and statements. Even the article in the
Kangxi law code of 1694 contains nothing concrete about the shamans.'® At a
closer look, in the discourse of the Mongols of the Qing Empire, the ‘teaching
of the shamans’ remains curiously opaque.

This changed only in the nineteenth century, in a different geographical and
cultural environment. Siberian Buryat-Mongolia, the colonial backyard of the
Russian Empire, provided a fertile ground for the encounter and entanglement
of Tibeto-Mongolian and European knowledge cultures. Therefore, in the last
part of my contribution I will explore how in the nineteenth century this
Inner-Asian discourse was shaped by the encounter of European concepts.
More concretely, I will follow up the discursive construction of the ‘teaching of
the shamans’ in the text production of the Buryat-Mongols who were separated
from the other Mongols by a political divide. Since around 1700, the Buryats liv-
ing along the Eastern shores of Lake Baikal, in the Transbaikal regions, were
Buddhists. They belonged to the greater Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhist cultural
sphere that had its center in Lhasa, the capital of Tibet. At the same time,
they were separated from this Buddhist universe by a political divide. The treaty

10 Contrary to its expressed focus, the article deals exclusively with the Buddhist community.
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of Kiakhta in 1727 had finally fixed the boundary lines between the Russian and
the Qing Empire and had drawn an artificial border between the Mongols on
each side (Perdue 2005, 161-173). Whereas in the Qing Empire Buddhism en-
joyed state patronage from the emperors, who towards their Buddhist subjects
acted as ‘protectors of the dharma’™ and actively used Buddhism as a means
to consolidate and legitimize their power (Berger 2003; Schwieger 2015), the Rus-
sian Empire favored the Christian Orthodox Church, and the Buddhists of the
empire were confined to a marginal position (Tsyrempilov 2012). The simultane-
ous belonging to the Russian Empire and the greater Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhist
world helped shape the Transbaikal regions into a complex amalgam of diverg-
ing cultural influences that contributed to the formation of the Buryat-Mongolian
knowledge cultures. The Transbaikal Buryats constantly ne