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The study of religion in a new key

This book is about the present plight – and future possibility – of a gen-
eral and comparative study of religion as a field of inquiry in the human
sciences. It is therefore also concerned with theories and practices in-
volved in such an inquiry. The intended readership consists of historians
of religions, anthropologists, philosophers, sociologists, theologians or
anybody else with an interest in the comparative and general study of re-
ligion. But, why yet another book on method and theory in the Study of
Religion, as if there were not enough already? And why refer to the ever
ambiguous, if not outdated, label ‘Phenomenology of Religion’ when
that irksome designation is likely to be met with at least one of two reac-
tions: either ‘What is it actually?’, because of the muddled fate of the
term in various fields, or the ‘Isn´t it extinct?’ because of indications to
the effect that we are now ‘beyond’ such a thing (Flood 1999). Those
who ask the latter question will be acquainted with the history of the phe-
nomenology of religion, and they will probably also ask if there aren’t
enough books around on phenomenology – and whether it may compel
more than a historical interest? As we know, things do change: After
modernism came post-modernism, after structuralism came post-
structuralism, so why should there not be a ‘post-phenomenology’ of re-
ligion? However, the prefix ‘post-’refers not to something that super-
sedes and displaces that which came before, on the contrary, it refers to a
more radical form of that which came before: Post-modernism is a radi-
cally (self-)critical version of modernism, post-structuralism likewise.
Thus, the ‘post-phenomenology of religion’ could be construed as a
radically critical version – one that questions and cuts right through the
mass of tacit presuppositions, ‘received wisdom’ and other items best
discarded. Yet our basic intention must not be lost: to install a theoreti-
cally oriented comparative and general perspective in the study of reli-
gion.

In the following I shall indicate very briefly why the question of the
continued relevance of the phenomenology of religion can be answered
affirmatively. I feel certain that even a cursory glance at the Table of Con-



tents will disclose some more unusual ideas about religion and the ways
in which to study it. These ideas suggest an outline for a phenomenology
of religion in a new key – or, as some propose: a new comparativism
(Paden 1996).1 To myself, a historian of religions by training, who has
now worked for quite a few years in the academy teaching, doing
reseach, sometimes also taking care of departmental libraries, there
seems to be more than enough books around: too many to notice, fewer
to buy, even fewer to find time to read and very few to really understand
and make one the wiser. My justifications, to myself in the beginning and
later to others involved at various stages of this project, for embarking
upon the incalculable task of writing this book, shall be presented in due
course and here below. If I may be permitted by way of introducing the
field of problematics, I shall include a few autobiographical notes below
which may prove instructive as to understanding the histories of the ar-
guments launched. It is an irony of fate that simultaneously with the ‘sus-
pension of the author’ in narratology and postmodernist literary criti-
cism there has emerged an acute suspicion of non-authoritarial rhetoric
and traditional forms of representation in scholarly discourse, most no-
tably so in anthropology. Now, supposedly, we want to know all about
the author, as if the biographical method was a recent invention. When
scholars produce narratives there are undeniable and visible matrices of
intertextuality as notes, references, and bibliographies demonstrate. Ex-
posing the persons behind the ‘works’ and their social, cultural, and
other contexts that illustrate their vested interests may in certain in-
stances be crucial to both explanations and interpretations of the works
in question.2 But, the relevance of an understanding of the emergence of
a theoretical position may also be totally irrelevant to an investigation of
the theories themselves as well as of their scholarly usefulness and valid-
ity. The effective history of Platonic philosophy and an understanding of
it as a type of semantic universe does not depend upon an empathetic
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1 The notion ‘new key’ is also a modest reference and tribute to Suzanne K. Langer,
whose work now seems to have been remarkably ahead of its time. One ‘new’ phenom-
enology was also proposed by Jacques Waardenburg (1978), but placed within the par-
adigm of hermeneutics.

2 The (auto-)biographical wave of self-scrutinization in anthropology was largely
spurred by the scholarly commotion upon the publication of Malinowski’s diaries. A
now classic is Clifford & Marcus (1986) and also e.g. Geertz (1988). In the study of re-
ligion biographies have largely remained within a classical biographical form, a notable
exception being Strenski (1987), and, although it consist mainly of the relations of ex-
cerpts of lives to excerpts of theories, idem (1993), especially ‘Part 3, The Moral Loca-
tion of Theories.’ An overview is presented by e.g. Alles (1994).



understanding of why Plato became a philosopher. The more important
issue concerning scholars is that they are bearers of tales, of forms of
knowledge embedded in cultural and social locations. Forms of know-
ledge, being systems of representations, operate like myths and so we are
reminded of Claude Lévi-Strauss’ famous project of investigating ‘not
how men think in myths, but how myths operate in men’s minds without
their being aware of the fact’ (1969,12). The author’s intentions may
well belong to a subconscious system of representations more than to
conscious intellectual operations, but circumstantial evidence still
counts and contributes to an understanding of the work, and may be a
guide to the intentions of the reader.3 Thus, some notes by the author, at
least about what he thinks he is doing and what made him do it may be of
use.

It is self-evident that the study of religion is a problematic field: the
history of research in religion testifies to that. There are many reasons for
this field being so problematic, and in the course of these investigations I
shall explore some of them. It is an apparent truism in the academic
world that most fields are studied by people with an interest in their sub-
ject. Trivial as this may sound, it is not trivial for the study of religion.
Politics and political science are studied by political people; and many do
in fact enter political life. Economists tend to be economical, practice
what they preach, and eventually become wealthy citizens. Many a stu-
dent of literary criticism is a ‘wannabe’ poet, and so it goes for many sub-
jects in the academy. As a young student I took courses in the Depart-
ment of French where students were encouraged to think as if they were
French. Thus, the study was not just a form of disinterested acquisition
of referential knowledge about a ‘something’, it verged on performance
based on empathetic ‘participant observation’. This is perfectly legiti-
mate in the eyes of the general public – after all, if you do not like it then
why study it? Following the brief visit to the Francophiles, I obtained my
B.A. in Arabic some years later. Students in that department took part in
sumptuous Middle East-cooking pot-luck banquets and expressed sym-
pathies with most things pertaining to the Arab world.

Now, please do not misunderstand my stand on these reflections – all
scholars and students are political as well as academic human beings.
But, that the latter must by necessity have other priorities than the politi-
cal is something I ultimately learned from the study of religion – at the
end of my academic odyssey. This was especially so after I began teach-
ing and was frequently met with the assumption among my students that
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either one ought to be or one should want to be religious in order to un-
derstand religion. The underlying, and widespread, assumption seems to
be that studying religion means either to be religious or to practice reli-
gion, and not just to study it academically and critically ‘from a distance’.
So, studying ‘Religion’ presumably involves special psychological facul-
ties as well as certain normative stances. No wonder that religion is such
a problematic academic field. The plight is continually reinforced by ex-
pectations of the public around us. To this public belong not only mem-
bers of religious denominations, but also fellow members of the aca-
demic world and as a result the ‘invisibility factor’ of the academic study
of religion remains quite high.4

When speaking about the relations between scientific cognition and
‘life-politics’, one may note that natural scientists study the items of na-
ture that happen to be with us in the universe without any concomitant
wish of becoming more ‘natural’. It is also well-known that studying the
‘life-sciences’ does not make anyone any better equipped to master one’s
own life. The separation of intellectual endeavour and personal propen-
sities appears quite evident in those fields, but not always so in others –
such as that of ‘religion’. My intellectual heritage, as for so many Danish
historians of religions, is largely anthropological. Among anthropolo-
gists, questions of personal religious commitment do not often surface,
but the cardinal sin does remain (in spite of all ‘postmodernist’ soul-
searching) that of ‘going native’, that is, a dissolution of ‘subject into ob-
ject’ similar to that of identifying the study of religion with being reli-
gious. Keeping ‘la bonne distance’ is, I shall venture, one of the prerequi-
sites of the comparative and general study of religion. Thus this book is
about 1) what it takes for something to count as religious and 2) how it is
possible to study that ‘something’ academically, not only in specific in-
stances, but comparatively and generally.

So as not to be likened to someone who reinvents the wheel, some
brief comments on what I think is new in this work are appropriate. In
the natural sciences the ambition is to ‘discover’ things new and different
and to present something that makes a change in or to our previous
knowledge. Although this is how it seems to be, it is in fact only rarely so
that natural scientists discover ‘new matter’. Of course chemists may
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4 Murphey (1989) ‘On the scientific study of religion in the United States 1870-1980’
contains no mention of any historian of religions, of only a few anthropologists, but a
large number of sociologists, philosophers and theologians are included. See also
McCutcheon 1997. It is interesting to note that in the academic exchange programmes
sponsored by the European Union, the study of religion does not exist as a field with a
separate code, but is included in ‘other humanities’.



produce new concoctions in the laboratory but as a matter of fact much
‘new matter’ has always been around and the reasons for its now being
seen and known are due to new methods, new techniques, and new theo-
ries. Theories in the form of intellectual frameworks in and through
which questions are asked and answered and methods and techniques
come and go with the theories. In this book I propose a different look at
the phenomenon of religion, and perhaps so much of a re-interpretaion
that it may appear to be a different phenomenon altogether. That is be-
cause the social practices and discursive formations we have formerly
termed religion have somehow been replaced by something other, pre-
cisely because the theoretical perspectives have been altered. The phe-
nomenology in a ‘new key’ shifts the attention from metaphysical
‘givens’ and psychological experiences to the social, symbolic and lin-
guistic constructions of human habitats. The phenomenology of religion
in a ‘new key’ investigates a certain range of socio-cultural phenomena,
called ‘religious’, that range from the cognitive to the cultural.

One ambition is fundamental to this undertaking. That is to illustrate
how and on what conditions it is possible to study not just specific reli-
gions as ethnographic or historical facts, but also to study religion as a
general human and social activity, and in a manner that respects ad-
vances in the philosophy of science as well as in other disciplines study-
ing related human data. As ‘model’ sciences I take primarily anthropol-
ogy for the social and cultural perspectives and linguistics for what con-
cerns humans as makers and users of language in its broadest sense.
These academic fields toil at similar problems: What are the ranges of ex-
planation and interpretation of human cognitive, cultural and social ac-
tivities and how do we explain or justify the extension of our own histori-
cally conditioned terminologies and analytic apparatuses to cover global
and cross-cultural ‘phenomena’? And, what are these phenomena any-
way? They are not things-in-the-world, not things ‘in themselves’ and
yet we know that they are very real because they constitute the means
whereby we make up our lives. As thought, language, society and culture
are not illusions, neither is religion. The referents of religions systems
may be illusory, or outside the reach of scholarship, but religions as sys-
tems of cognitive and cultural representations, of discourse, of actions
and institutions are certainly not illusory.

O N T H E S T R U C T U R E O F T H E A R G U M E N T

What is new in today’s phenomenology of religion besides the applica-
tion of different terms, say, ‘new key’ or ‘New Comparativism’? The
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question is in some respects difficult to answer, because what is new is a
revised conceptualization. It is based on a different philosophy of sci-
ence, on what has originally been called the linguistic turn in philosophy,
later involving both semiotics and aspects of the cognitive sciences. It is a
different conceptualization in its totality, and in some sense a rather
complicated one, it is comparable to one colossal ‘sentence’. An analogy
could be that of an algebraic formula that must be expressed in natural
language and one where the sum total appears to amount to more than
the parts involved. To express a diagram, a formula, or a concept in nat-
ural language, one must transform it into syntagmatic narration – and it
is impossible to say all about it at once. There must a be structure, a
course, a chain of elements as in the syntax of a sentence, combined as in
any other narrative and in such a way that they as indices, as references,
imply and integrate the various meanings that make up the argument.5

Simultaneously, the elements combined in the ‘new key’ phenomen-
ology stem from various contexts and each element is loaded with signifi-
cance integrating various repertoires of theoretical knowledge. In the
sense that probably all the parts of the argument have been known before
in various scholarly communities, it is an instance of ‘bricolage’. Con-
versely, in terms of construction, it is far more than bricolage and what-
ever originality I may claim is due to combinations of theories in a
cross-disciplinary matrix: this should enable us to underwrite the study
of religion with more consistent theories and to argue how that study can
be done in a way that meets the requirements of stringency of all aca-
demic, scholarly and scientific work.

The degree to which this attempt is succesful and new is, of course,
left for the reader to evaluate. It is a bit like composing a song: you may
doubt whether the song-lines actually are of your own creation or
whether you might have heard them somewhere before? Even composers
of the most complex musical scores have only a limited number of notes
to work with, there are restrictions on harmony, rhythm and much more.
Yet, music does come in many and very different kinds. I use that image
to explain why this work may resemble a fugue, there are themes that I
shall have to come back to repeatedly, but in various ways. The redun-
dancy of the argument is to some extent a necessity, so that the underly-
ing theme may be exposed and elucidated in various ways and against
the numerous questions and criticisms that arise along the way. It is a
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text Barthes (1994) and Leach (1976). This has also become a major topic in later cog-
nitive semantics (to which I shall return in the final chapter below).



theoretical journey where we sometimes stop to look at the map and sur-
vey our surroundings before we continue.

O N T H E C O N T E N T S : A B R I E F O V E R V I E W

The first part of the book involves the ‘Preliminaries’. Thus, the intro-
ductory Chapter 1 sets out to explain what went wrong with the ‘classi-
cal’ phenomenology of religion.Why are most historians of religions so
sceptical, when reference is made to the phenomenology of religion,
when it is a discipline, which ought to have been the theoretical back-
bone of the study of religion and which could prevent the study of reli-
gion from becoming merely a residual category of ethnographic or philo-
logical regional specializations. Until very recently the debate has con-
sisted of a diversity of what has been termed ‘dead ends’, ‘anachronisms’
and ‘credos’. The chapter concludes with some notes on whether a new
paradigm is on the way.

In Chapter 2, I pose the question whether new names may help and
argue that if one does not maintain the name, then the necessity and
‘inescapability’ of a field of comparative and general study should at least
be recognized. The role of theory and the fate of theoretical consensus in
‘classical’ phenomenological monographs are also discussed.

In Chapter 3, I attempt a ‘benevolent reading’ of some of the origina-
tors of the phenomenology of religion as an academic subject, P.D.
Chantepie de la Saussaye, C.P. Tiele and W.B. Kristensen to investigate
their initial ideas of a comparative and general ‘science of religion’. Sub-
sequently, I turn to the problem of whether the phenomenology of reli-
gion is a method or a discipline and on to the theologically based ideas of
G. van der Leeuw and the ideas concerning the ‘essence’ of religion.

In Chapter 4, I include a discussion on the possible ways and means
of making comparisons. It is maintained that no study of anything parti-
cular can be undertaken without massive amounts of implicit compari-
son and use of general terms. Universalism, evolution and relativism are
the candidates for taking the necessary leaps from the particular to the
comparative and general.

In Chapter 5, I propose some initial premises for a revised paradigm.
First, the metascientific questions concerning moral and epistemological
normativity. Second, the issue of reductionism is taken into consider-
ation. Third, the recognition that a general study of religion, although
dealing with empirical materials and facts will not be constituted through
such matter alone; the study of language does not consist in a lexical ac-
cumulation of words. Theories are needed to specify adequate criteria
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and procedures whereby our theoretical object may be construed. I
therefore suggest a deductive-prescriptive line of argument in setting up
the basic and hypothetical parameters for my enquiry. Therefore, I
briefly introduce and discuss the tensions between the specifying ethno-
graphical and historical-descriptive approaches on one hand and the
generalizing paradigms in anthropology, on the other.

This takes us to chapter 6 and the more extended investigation of the
roles of the ‘model sciences’, anthropology and linguistics, which have
developed into the general and theoretical reflective fields of ethnogra-
phy and philology, respectively, and I conclude that scientific investiga-
tion is not only theory-dependent but also, by its very nature, compara-
tive in more than one sense.

The second part of the book is called ‘Foundations’. Chapter 7 pre-
sents some of the limits and boundary conditions of the scholarly investi-
gation of religion and explains why it is necessary to take a look at the
current state of the philosophy of the social and human sciences.

Chapter 8 contains examples of confrontations between various real-
ist and anti-realist positions, epistemological as well as semantic. A spe-
cific solution is suggested for the study of religion as a human science:
‘Symbolic realism’. It is a theory concerning the realism of the semantic
realm that does not depend upon problematic forms of metaphysical
realism in epistemology.

Chapter 9 concentrates on the problem of both religion and science
being ‘social facts’. It takes up the issues of metaphysics and rationality
in the human sciences and concludes with a ‘no problem’ thesis for the
study of religion. It is a field that has all in common with all other socio-
cultural domains in spite of the specific peculiarities of religious systems.
Religion is not by any epistemological necessity a privileged and thus not
a particularly problematic field.

Chapter 10 focusses on the problems related to the acknowledged
constructedness of scholarly thought. The ontology of concepts is con-
sidered and juxtaposed to essentialism. The necessity of universals is de-
bated along with other aspects relating to the questions of intension, ex-
tension and the ‘shades of meaning’ of scholarly concepts.

Chapter 11 relates to some fundamental epistemological questions:
positivism and logical empiricism are long past, but the present confu-
sion of relativist and postmodernist hermeneutics makes it imperative to
delineate a contrasting set of theories in order to retain the study of reli-
gion as a scholarly and analytical enterprise. We might say that in no
other field is it more important not to blur the distinction between a reli-
gious utterance and an analysis of it. By contrast, as in theology, an ana-
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lysis may in itself be a religious utterance, and in philosophy most analy-
ses are themselves philosophical statements.

Resulting from these considerations and investigations, we find in the
final chapter 12 a general discussion concerning the scientific status of
the study of religion, the new comparativism, which has as its primary
task the formal study of religion in both its competence and performance
aspects. This may hold the promise of much more influence in the future
upon many other human and social sciences. One of my main claims is
that religion may be considered a fully legitimate field of inquiry, not by,
for example, reducing it solely to social variables or by equating religious
representations to all other forms of cultural or cognitive representa-
tions, but precisely by recognizing the peculiar character and function of
religious universes, in theory and action, and by seriously reflecting upon
the possible and neccessary conditions for undertaking such studies.
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All shortcomings, and they are by necessity many in a work like the
present, are of course due to the author alone and for the benefit of criti-
cism. No matter how persuasive – or not – this book turns out to be, it re-
ally is but an attempt to present an outline of a theoretically informed
study of religion. Certainly it will not be the last, for although religion ap-
parently has been with humankind for as long at it has been ‘sapiens’ –
religion is one of the areas of human behaviour of which we have the least
knowledge.
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