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RELIGION, BELIEF, AND SOCIETY
Anthropological Approaches

SIMON YARROW

INTRODUCTION

HISTORY and Anthropology have always occupied overlapping territories, though not
always harmoniously.1 Historians have disdained anthropologists’ tendency to proceed too
hastily from the particular to the grand explanatory framework, to build interpretive castles
in the air. Social anthropologists have been amused by historians’ obsession with the
particular, with its privileging of words, and with the reification of ‘facts’ and ‘causes’ such
that antiquarian anecdote is often mistaken for insight. But in concentrating on divergences
in disciplinary method and approach, both have tended to obscure the more important
differences that open up in their respective encounters with their subjects of study. This
chapter shall explore the insights to be had from comparing shifts in emphasis over recent
decades within and between each discipline, in their common pursuit of explaining the
‘others’ that represent their respective subjects.2

The subjects of Anthropology and History—living people, observed in their interactions
by anthropologists via predominantly oral contexts in the field; the long dead, whom
medieval historians attempt to access through the written remnants of the archive—
classically imbued these sibling disciplines with monocular vision, one focused on
questions of structure and function, the other on origins and change over time. But
approaches combining both synchronic and diachronic axes have always existed. They took
off in the 1960s, in part because, in the progress of decolonization and globalization, history
happened to Anthropology and its theory and conduct of fieldwork; and in the case of
History, because it has always required some context against which to identify fact. In
recent decades, moreover, though their encounters with branches of critical theory—often
corralled under the rubric of post-structuralism or postmodernism—shook the scientific
foundations of both disciplines, historians refused to be stirred. The disciplinary and
epistemological introspection brought on by postmodernism transformed and fragmented
anthropology in ways that historians might be forgiven for not noticing, so exercised were
they with their own postmodern turn which, with characteristic pragmatism, they used more
to elaborate new subjects than to ruminate upon theoretical problems. This is not to deny
the sophistication of some historians in addressing the more challenging theoretical issues,
but most have pulled back from the disciplinary extinction that the most pure form of
postmodernism would appear to presage. Whether in frequent self-analysis or discreet
silence, both disciplines have thrived in pluralist conditions. At a time of revived interest in
religion in medieval historiography,3 renewed potential exists for historians to consider
more closely Anthropology’s contributions to the subject.

This chapter will thus consider how anthropological theories and methods have fed the
historical imagination and how they might continue to inform its understanding of religion,
belief and society in the middle ages. Common grounds and convergent paths through and
across postmodern terrain shall be explored. I hope to show that anthropological influences



in this area can protect historians—in both their commitment to learning the languages of
their sources, and in engaging philologically and sympathetically with them—from the
dangers of too literal, narrow, and theological an approach to the history of medieval
Christianity, in which confessional and historical truth-claims have previously been
confused. Indeed, medieval Christianity is so historically and ideologically enmeshed in
matters of religion, belief, and society, that it would be foolish not to attempt some critical
reflection on these terms.

EARLY INHERITANCES

Concepts of religion are the products and projects of particular historical moments.
Distinctions between ‘religion’, ‘belief’, and ‘society’ as evolving social science concepts,
as words with normative medieval meanings, and—in both these instances of usage—as
words with meanings that changed relative to each other, are worth remembering at the
outset. The predominant medieval meaning of religiosi, for example, to designate those
living according to a religious vocation or rule, is well known.4 John Bossy has reminded
medieval historians that ‘society’ (societas) meant not the abstract totality of human
relations (Society) or some qualified part thereof (‘Medieval Society’, ‘English Society’),
but those charitable human associations in which Christianity bound the faithful.5 This
chapter will chiefly be concerned with the boundary between the ‘etic’, analytical uses of
these words, as discrete from their ‘emic’ (‘native’ or contemporaneous) meanings,
especially since in historical writing this boundary is often left undiscussed.

A mood of confessional moderation characterized modern English treatments of our key
words, well into the 1960s. In France, History’s closer proximity to philosophy, ethnology,
geography, and linguistics exposed it early in the twentieth century to more technical uses
of these terms, uses that might broadly be labeled structural-functionalism, variants of
which flourished in social anthropology from the 1910s to the 60s.6 A central theme,
explored in various ways, was that human activities, institutions and conceptual categories
act as determining structures, relating to society as if they are functional components of an
organic whole—what Marcel Mauss (1872–1950) called the ‘total social phenomenon’. On
this basis the customs and norms of interaction such as religion or belief, marriage
traditions, concepts and categories of kinship, systems of exchange and land tenure, all
became the interrelated subjects of a scientific method known as ethnography. Emile
Durkheim (1858–1917) was one of the most influential early advocates of a functionalist
definition of religion. He offered a positive evolutionist explanation of religion as those
sacred activities by which believers collectively represented and reproduced themselves to
themselves. Functionalism entailed the notion of a sacred/profane binary which mutually
underwrites shared perceptions of social reality. So, for Durkheim, religion is usefully
thought of not as a failed empiricism, or an innate religious predisposition (as would be the
case for Emmanuel Kant or William James); rather, whilst the notion of a metaphysical
referent is left unexplored, the social is seen as the key. Durkheim identified totemism as the
archetype of this religious mechanism that—through a kind of sacred indexing—reified
‘Society’ with an almost autonomous, all-pervading control over individuals’ actions.7
Members of the Annales school of history applied these approaches in their radical
reconfiguration of the geographical and chronological scale of their subject. Marc Bloch’s
The Royal Touch (1924) is the oft-cited example of its early adoption in French
historiography. Bloch (who attended Durkheim’s lectures, and was related to Mauss) went



beyond the question of the efficacy of collective belief in royal thaumaturgy, to explore its
social and perceptual implications in a manner clearly influenced by both anthropologists.8

Until the 1960s the history of medieval Christianity in England followed a different
course, its subjects being biographies of great men, surveys of monastic institutions, the
religious and the laity, and most studied of all, thanks to the Whiggish legacy of Bishop
William Stubbs (1825–1901), the constitutional relationship between Church and State in
its full sepia glory.9 The philosophical lineage of understandings about religion and society
came broadly from David Hume (1711–76). Hume’s Natural History of Religion was
among the first to define religion in terms of its distinct origins and history through a natural
science of man, that is, without any recourse to the supernatural or theological grounds
upon which the Christian religion itself presented answers to these questions.10 He defined
religion as those historically enduring survivals of human attempts to comprehend the
unknown, the more monotheistic intellectual efforts at this periodically undermined by the
superstitious and polytheistic tendencies of the masses.11 The Victorian anthropologists
Edward Tylor and James Frazer reiterated Hume’s negatively framed, intellectualist
treatment of religion as the misguided spiritual rationalization of the unknown by
primitives. Bronislaw Malinowski (1884–1942), a pioneer of ethnography who made his
intellectual home in England, similarly treated primitive religion as a psychological crutch,
though he also thought his ethnographic subjects equally capable of engaging
technologically with the world.12

The unspoken juxtaposition of ‘primitive religion’ with the ‘religion of the masses’, an
effect of the common law marriage sketched above between whiggish and evolutionist
orthodoxies, thrived in the New Jerusalem of postwar England as the story of ‘the religious
and the laity’. It reached its apogee in R. W. Southern’s Western Society and the Church in
the Middle Ages (1970), where the medieval Church is portrayed in benign paternalistic
terms as a ‘compulsory society’ in which the wretched and ignorant are guided by the
pastoral care of its clerical hierarchy.13 The consensus was only seriously interrupted by
structural-functionalist anthropology and its Annales variations in the 1960s. It is true, as
Michael Bentley comments, that confessional historiography beyond that period ‘remained
pervasive in departments of medieval history, which always attract those with pre-
Reformation sympathies’,14 but equally the case that many with such sympathies took to
the new learning with great effect.

HISTORICAL ADOPTIONS

A general characteristic of the influx of any theory across disciplines is a process of
selective appropriation and adjustment in which nuanced debates in the discipline of origin
are eclipsed by the practical contexts into which the receiving discipline weaves these
theories. From the 1960s to the late 1980s many historians of medieval Christianity were
enthusiastic readers and adapters of anthropological approaches to religion, belief, and
society.15 What chiefly impressed them was Anthropology’s scientific illumination of the
dynamics of stateless societies. Anthropologists used these to rather static ends, whether,
like Durkheim or Claude Levi-Strauss, to pare religious belief systems down to their
totemic or binary concentrates, or to present societies as self-regulating structures as in the
case of Max Gluckman’s article on the ‘Peace in the Feud’ published in an early issue of
Past & Present.16 But functionalism encouraged historians to explore the place of religion
and belief in social and political change. The regional study and the extended moment of



transformation became important new narrative forms, piloted by Annales in the forties and
fifties and emulated widely thereafter.17 Marcel Mauss’s ideas on gift exchange, on the
body and selfhood, and Jack Goody’s on marriage, kinship, and literacy, Walter Ong’s on
orality and literacy, and Mary Douglas’s views on symbolism, pollution, and social
stratification informed the most influential works of medieval history of that generation.18

Well into the 1990s History borrowed from Anthropology new heuristic frameworks,
vocabulary and concepts such as ritual, dispute-processing, charisma, and the sacred and
profane to think about conversion, heresy, asceticism, pilgrimage, monastic patronage and
popular religious beliefs and mentalities afresh. Bookending the medieval period came
similarly expansive and anthropologically informed studies by Peter Brown on the early
cult of saints, and Keith Thomas and Bob Scribner on different aspects of popular religion
across the Reformation. Three particularly innovative readings of medieval Christianity to
emerge in the 1970s and 1980s, practically generating almost from scratch new fields of
enquiry, are examples of the use of functionalism to interrogate extended moments of
transformation. Peter Brown’s work on the ordeal in the twelfth century, and the holy man
and cult of saints’ relics in Late Antiquity, showed how the ordeal represented not backward
religion but a subtle social mechanism of the small community eclipsed by the legal
apparatus of the late twelfth century church. His studies of the holy man and the cult of the
saints’ relics in late antiquity, showed how the holy man in his renunciation of the world,
became an important mediator and mechanism for fostering social order within it.19 R. I.
Moore was among the first to take seriously the historical role of ‘the crowd’ in relation to
religious institutions, and to elaborate a history of heresy that looked beyond the doctrinal
accusations of the clerical elite of the twelfth century to the social and political upheavals
that fostered resort to them as a rhetoric of pollution and ‘othering’.20 Lester Little and
Barbara Rosenwein opened up new vistas on spirituality and monastic patronage, the
former exploring the social meaning of Benedictine and Cistercian and Mendicant
spiritualities, his student Rosenwein powerfully reinterpreting the archive of Cluny through
her own readings of Mauss on gift exchange. Karl Leyser’s reading of ritual theory led to
new ways of explaining Ottonian history of sacral kingship as a carefully orchestrated series
of ceremonies that linked the emperor politically via his imperial church system to the
duchies of Germany.21

THEIR WORDS OR OURS

The work of these and other early adopters of anthropology in identifying new methods,
subjects and perspectives on religion, belief and society, has frequently been challenged,
criticized and refined, often by the original authors themselves. It has rarely been ignored.
New contributions have built on these foundations. Some historians have voiced
methodological reservations about anthropology, and others have delved further into post-
structural anthropologies. Both disciplines have weathered postmodern crosswinds that
have marked the landscape, Anthropology during the 1970s and 1980s, and History a
decade or so after. In the process, their common goal of explaining ‘the other’, and with
this, their standing as social sciences, has come under scrutiny.

For historians, two questions of method have been put in relief by this convergence: first,
to what extent and on what terms can our subjects’ ideas and beliefs be recovered untainted
by the method of recovery, and how is whatever is recovered made meaningful to us;
second (and these days an issue for anthropologists as much as historians), how do we



explain the relationship between religious beliefs, meanings or ideas, and causation or
change over time?

The first of these I shall discuss in terms of emic and etic perspectives, our receding
confidence in both the possibility of making authoritative claims for the former, and in the
scientific credibility of the latter. In History this is encapsulated in the language of
anachronism and in the case of the second question, in terms of teleology and how the
cultural is made to mesh with the social. Behind all these sets of terms lies the question long
debated in philosophy and more recently in postcolonial theory, of the politics,
methodology and efficacy of cultural translation.22

The social anthropologist Godfrey Lienhardt was one of the first to address the challenge
of ‘making the coherence primitive thought has in the languages it really lives in, as clear as
possible in our own’.23 His friend and colleague Edward Evans-Pritchard was similarly
dissatisfied with structural functionalist treatments of this problem. Ironically, just as
historians had turned in the early 1960s to anthropology for its scientific rigour, Evans-
Pritchard moved in the opposite direction and made the case for a more historical treatment
of religion by anthropologists.24 His advocacy of history stressed the need for greater
emphasis on the theological and lived aspects of religious belief over its psychological and
social functions, whether understood in Durkheimian, Malinowskian, or Humean terms. In
his Thomas Aquinas lecture, given in 1959 at Blackfriars, Oxford, he argued that
anthropologists inherited from the social sciences an intellectually intolerable disregard for
religion, an understanding of which on its own terms was crucial for the future of the
discipline. Paying them a compliment that might have caused even the most empirical of
historians to blush, he remarked that ‘History shows us that the socially most efficient
peoples were and are, the most religious…’.25 Evans-Pritchard effectively broke through
the evolutionary barrier separating primitive religions from Christianity, the former
typically treated as threads and patches of exotic superstition about witchcraft, fetish, taboo
and magic, the latter given by anthropologists a distinguished but largely ignored status as
revealed religious truth.

Commentators dispute how far Evans-Pritchard ventured from the path of structuralist
analysis, which he never disavowed, onto a new road of hermeneutic and interpretive
method.26 His desire to give full empathy to the inner coherence of native cultures in terms
that resembled a theological worldview certainly helped anthropologists to attune their
‘religious ears’, but his own motivation to do so came not from relativist inclinations but
from the faith of a convert Catholic. His Oxford lecture ends with a remarkable warning.
Anthropologists must begin to take religion seriously in their ethnographies: ‘the choice is
between all or nothing, a choice which allows no compromise between a Church which has
stood its ground and made no concessions, and no religion at all’.27 His fellow convert,
Godfrey Lienhardt’s Divinity and Experience, The Religion of the Dinka was an even more
sensitive exercise in cultural translation. Another of Evans-Pritchard’s students (and another
Catholic scholar), Mary Douglas, intuitively regarded native beliefs as part of revealed
religion. Her works on religious symbolism of the Old Testament and on African religions
are among the most widely read of anthropological elaborations of the relationship between
religious symbolism and social structure by historians.

The historian John Bossy arrived at a remarkably similar conclusion to that of Evans-
Pritchard in his lively critique of Durkheim, an affirmation of the historian’s principle that
‘words matter’. He traced the evolving meanings of the words ‘Religion’ and ‘Society’ to
their roots in mid-seventeenth century philosophy, rejected as anachronism Durkheim’s
derivation of Religion from Society, and restored religion, or rather the Church, (a word he



rather tendentiously substitutes for religion at the end of his article) to its rightful position
as arbiter of society. For Bossy the dilemma of cultural translation was easily remedied
through the historian’s confident employment of philology. It is not clear, however, from his
charge of anachronism, whether this is an argument against all etic terms or for the
privileging of certain emic ones. He asserts that ‘the objection that those we write about
must have had the thing though they did not have the word is surely an invitation to mis-
description; I do not think it would be acceptable in the case of “state” or “property”’.28

And yet, this caveat could arguably be leveled at Bossy’s own attempts in another article,
‘The Mass as a Social Institution, 1200–1700’, to claim the mass as ‘one of Weber’s
universalizing moments’.29

For those increasing numbers of people attempting to understand whether
commensurability is possible in the matters of cultural translation, the fact that both Evans-
Pritchard and Bossy appear to cite ‘the Church’ as ultimate arbiter of their method is a
matter of concern. Both men elide, without demonstrating any such commensurability,
understandings of ecclesia, first, as the entirety of the faithful, and secondly, as a
hierarchical institution claiming universal and apostolic authority in religious matters. In
this one rhetorical step questions of power and authority and its social articulation are
removed from the equation.

The lacuna of cultural translation was, however, impossible to smooth over in the
anthropological field. As Evans-Pritchard predicted, the implications of the discovery of
what Marshal Sahlins called the ‘historical relativity of our native anthropology’,30 caused
controversy and dispute among anthropologists in the 1970s and 1980s, though his own
confidence that History would solve the matter was quickly superseded by the very kind of
debate he warned against (namely, over whether traditional ethnography was fatally
compromised by its complicity in colonialism). Thereafter, the issue of how we render
others’ beliefs in our own terms resurfaced in a steady stream of disciplinary soul searching
by representatives of its different strands.31

POST-STRUCTURALISM

In the decades after 1966, scholarly understandings of religion, belief, and society were
shaped by three key post-structuralist interventions. Clifford Geertz focused on the question
of cultural context, whilst Talal Asad and Pierre Bourdieu offering contrasting perspectives
on the subject of change over time. Geertz famously introduced his own approach to
cultural translation in his 1966 publication Religion as a Cultural System, directed, he later
recalled, to ‘upending the complacencies at once of structuralism and functionalism’.32 His
cultural definition of religion combined three premises: first, that religion addresses
intellectual, physical, and moral problems of existential meaning; second, that those
meanings are autonomous, that they arise out of social use, not inward conviction or
cognitive hard-wiring, and finally, that meaning is materially embodied in symbols, acts,
and rituals. Together, these defining aspects of religion provided a model of reality, or a
worldview, and a model for reality, that is, an ethical alignment to the world. Geertz’s
definition framed religion within a communicative model of culture assigning to it
mediation of the emotional and intellectual aspects of human understanding. In this and a
series of related articles Geertz proceeded to compare the religious perspective (vivid
realism) with other types of subjective disposition oriented toward: the scientific (profound
scepticism); the aesthetic (appreciation of surface, form, and substance); and the



commonsensical (naïve realism). Geertz’s definition is a useful composite of familiar
remnants of preceding ideas and definitions, retaining mystical elements in its enunciation
of a religious disposition with corresponding referents, and building on Malinowskian
psychological functionalism and structural symbolism. It has offered historians a useful
articulation of religion, belief, and society as an interpretive endeavour that promises
through the practice of ‘thick description’ (as Geertz termed his method of close-reading
and multivalent contextualization) an accommodation of analytical with participatory
perspectives.

Geertz’s definition has endured in both disciplines, arguably on account of its utility and
scope. Historians have used it to very different ends, as for example, in the contrast between
John Bossy’s masterpiece of thick description, Christianity in the West, 1400–1700 (1985)
which in charting the shift of Catholicism from a ‘horizontal communal’ to ‘vertical
interiorized’ social formation replaces Weber’s protestant narrative with a new route to
modernity, and Miri Rubin’s cultural ethnography of the Corpus Christi ritual, which builds
in part on the communicative dimension of Geertz’s definition of religion, and explores the
contested and discontinuous relationship between religious symbols and peoples’ religious
dispositions.33

But the very flexibility of Geertz’s definition has laid it open to criticism on different
fronts. The philosopher, historian and social anthropologist Ernest Gellner mounted an
increasingly impatient critique of Geertz and his followers, considering them to be
excessively charitable toward the inherent power they invested in culture. He regarded thick
description as a form of self-indulgent, interpretivist glossing, its two hallmarks being a
concern to demonstrate maximum empathy and plenty of what Tom McCaskie has neatly
called ‘handwringing about the authorial “I”’.34 Gellner insisted that people are not
concept-fodder and that religious ideas have histories that need tracing in relation to
material interests and social contexts, and that these are most accurately surveyed from
Reason’s perspective, the etic perspective exclusive to social science methodology. Gellner
drew historians’ attentions to the weak and unclear role Geertz assigned to social and
material factors in his cultural definition of religion. Patrick Collinson similarly called
historians back to the fundamental Weberian observations that ‘Material without ideal
interests are empty, but ideals without material interests are impotent’.35 We shall see
shortly how incongruous Gellner’s defence of functionalism and social science categories
seemed in anthropological circles of the 90s (even if not seeming so in historical ones).

Our third anthropological interlocutor, Talal Asad, offered a test of historians’
commitments either to Geertzian cultural exegesis or Gellner’s unapologetical structural
ethnocentrism in the radical departure he staged from structural functionalism in the mid
70s. Asad, the social anthropologist turned Foucauldian interpreter of religion, has had less
influence on historians than Geertz in spite of himself paying historians the compliment of
publishing articles on medieval Christianity. Asad began to cut ties with British social
anthropology with a book he edited in 1973, Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter, in
which he abandoned the possibility of scientific observation in ethnography, seeing it rather,
in ways popularized later by Edward Said in his book, Orientalism, as an instrument of
colonial domination.36

Asad’s trenchant critiques of Geertzian interpretivism and of the functionalism
championed by Ernest Gellner offer for historians an instructive, if perhaps sometimes
indigestible, triangulation of postmodern anthropological approaches to religion, belief and
society. In his contribution to the landmark collection of anthropological essays of 1986,
Writing Cultures, produced largely by American anthropologists (caricatured by Gellner as
‘tortured Hamlets’) interested in taking the literary and postcolonial insights of Geertz to



their logical conclusion, he held up to scrutiny the concept of cultural translation, as
discussed by Gellner, in a paper on Geertz.

Asad shared Gellner’s suspicion that Geertz offered little more than a secular gloss on
theology. One of the clearest statements of his own position is found in his critique of
Geertz’s definition of religion as a cultural system: ‘Religious symbols…cannot be
understood independently of their historical relations with non-religious symbols or of their
articulations in and of social life, in which work and power are always crucial…’.37 Where
Asad departed from Gellner, however, was in his contention that ‘both functionalism and
interpretivism are equally externalist (his italics).’38

Asad’s radical contribution to our understanding of ‘religion’ and ‘belief’ is that these
terms have no meaning outside western discursive strategies, that they have no trans-
historical analytical utility, and that it follows that the history of ‘religion’ and ‘belief’ is
necessarily an archaeological study of the changing configurations of their definitional
content in historically situated modes of discourse. In other words, Asad concentrates on the
difference implicit in anthropological efforts at cultural translation, and interrogates the
terms on which ‘the other’ is authorized. Implied in this statement is a further idea that we
might expect to find religion always already implicated in other discourses, through which
other forces and currents of power/knowledge flow.

Asad is less appealing to historians than Geertz. His reflexive and discursive technique
appears to discount anything that might resemble what historians have learned from other
social scientists to call ‘agency’, unless by agency we mean the serial condition of diversely
derived constraints and opportunities in which ‘an agent’s act is more (and less) than her
consciousness of it’.39 Nevertheless his insight restores a degree of open-endedness and
contestability to all those diverse fragments of acts that might be called religious practices,
by situating individuals in the struggles and capabilities that power engenders. If it is
pessimistic about cultural translation, it nonetheless enriches any historical narrative we
might care to build out of assumptions about individual and group intentionality. If it denies
historians too easy a distribution of motivation, identity or intention among individuals
(rendering a scheme of causation driven by human intentions and events—the very stuff of
conventional history—unworkable), then we can at least see in his methods ways of tracing
the kinds of parameters within which people might have pursued different strategies and
tactics of action. For some this is too pessimistic a view, in which Religion becomes an
accumulation of authorizing discourses and the study of History a sort of ‘episteme-
hopping’ through an endless western discursive archipelago. The approach seems to enact
its own kind of externalism grounded in extreme scepticism as the only guard against the
power/knowledge effects of modes of representation.

Historians with reservations about anthropology renewed their vows to philology and
broadly two-tier ideas of belief in the face of what they had felt in functionalism to be the
reduction of religious meanings to social structures, and the subordination of beliefs to the
material or functional effects to which they contributed. In his 1980 article on the Byzantine
saint, Henry Chadwick observed, ‘we are tempted either to tell the stories of their
mortifications and then, as was said of Lytton Strachey, ostentatiously refrain from
laughing, or we go in search of trendy non-religious explanations of the social needs that
created them’.40 John Bossy’s insistence on staying true to their words, made in his critique
of Durkheim’s anachronism, might be met with the objection that historians in fact use
words like ‘state’ and ‘property’ all the time as the means of gaining analytical purchase on
their subjects. In his own mingling of emic and etic terms in other articles Bossy is in the
very best of company. Carlo Ginzburg has noted that even Marc Bloch was capable of
stating that ‘like linguists, historians should refrain from replacing interpretations given in



the past, with our own’, before then unselfconsciously framing his discussions of serfdom
in the language of class. The lesson? Even, and perhaps especially, in the most admired and
seminal examples of the genre, anachronism is the little leaven in the rhetorical lump of
historical narrative. As Ginzburg goes on to write, ‘a critical, detached attitude can be a
goal, not a starting point’.41 When they have defined and explained the ideas, doctrines, and
beliefs to their philological satisfaction, can historians committed to literal emic
understandings have exhausted all the possible meanings and uses that the words of their
sources contained? Ginzburg outlined a method, that of ‘the case’, in which etic
frameworks are openly applied, tested and breached by emic evidence, such that the latter
gradually modifies and takes over but does not wholly eclipse the former in the business of
historical explanation.

A particularly successful illustration of the notion that ‘we must give language privilege
but not determination’,42 is an article by Kate Cooper on the gesta martyrum literature of
the fifth and sixth centuries, a genre of hagiography purporting to record as exemplars the
tribulations of the Church’s early martyrs. Cooper reads them not for ‘reliability’ with
reference to reality (or even metaphysical verities) but for the work they do toward fixing
meaning by referencing other texts and through their use in different contexts of reception.
Cooper makes the point that stories of late antique conversions are probably not historical
accounts of conversion but pious literary inventions of what such encounters might have
been like, framed according to the retrospective sensibilities of their authors and their
projected audiences. Cooper goes on to cite sociological studies of Baptist conversion in
1960s North America to suggest that more important than instruction in religious doctrine
in the early stages of conversion is sociability: converts are first social and then religious,
and then back date their religion in personal narratives of revelation.43 This insight echoes
Evans-Pritchard who, despite securing a theology for his natives, noted of himself that, ‘If
one must act as though one believed, one ends in believing, or half-believing as one acts.’44

It is a conundrum most profoundly interrogated by Rodney Needham in his Belief,
Language and Experience, which reflects, among that of others, on the work of Evans-
Pritchard and Ludwig Wittgenstein.45

Moving from these issues of cultural translation to those of change over time, Robert
Bartlett’s Trial by Fire and Water made the case that functionalism enabled historians to
hammer their evidence into preconceived structural part-whole relationships, and for the
building of historical causation out of a more empirical understanding of the ordeal, ceding
back to belief a discrete historical role in the process. Another objection to functionalism,
when used to chart change across extended moments of historical transformation, was its
tendency to treat change as a sort of slow motion transformation from one structural set of
tendencies to another, and as if the evidence were being dragged in one direction like a
magnet applied to iron filings. Peter Brown, for instance, described the rise of the cult of
saints ‘as part of a greater whole—the lurching forward of an increasing proportion of late-
antique society toward new forms of reverence’, whilst David Nirenberg, building on R. I.
Moore’s work, adduced by literary critical means evidence that persecuting societies don’t
only form, they cyclically ebb and flow.46 Anthropologists during the 1970s and 80s
historicized their own discipline with theories of structural dynamism. Victor Turner for
instance built on Van Gennep’s notion of the rites de passage through an elaboration of a
theory of symbols as, in Ortner’s words, ‘operators in social transformations’.47 Marshall
Sahlins’ idea of the ‘structure of the historical conjuncture’, famously expounded in the
case study of Captain Cook’s encounters with the native Hawaians, addressed similar
issues.



If anthropologists have turned to history partly to escape the sensitive issues related to
cultural translation, medieval historians for their part have arguably become increasingly
sensitive not just to questions of anachronism but to that of teleology. For those who would
still like to do change over time and might otherwise feel limited by Geertzian and textual
approaches to the thick description of religious cultures, is there an alternative to Gellner’s
return to structural functionalism?

MATERIALITY AND EXPERIENCE

A final major anthropological development of the 1970s and 1980s to influence historians’
uses of our key words is social practice theory, most famously associated with the work of
Pierre Bourdieu, out of which theories of materiality and embodiment have recently
developed, particularly in the history of religion. Bourdieu’s practice theory emphasizes
everyday change over time released in the embodied experiences of individuals. It sees their
actions as emerging out of institutionally pre-existent social arrangements of space and
behavior, known as fields. These fields foster dispositions, sensitivities, orientations to, and
ways of discerning the world. They are constitutive of social reality but are also susceptible
to rule-governed creativities, the cumulatively transforming, everyday influences of
individual actions. This approach shifts attention from the more symbolic and
communicative focus of Geertz, which tends to interpret actions, images, rituals, and
objects as if ‘texts’ to be ‘read’, and concentrates on peoples’ actions as discreet from and
only partially captured in language.

In such a configuration of religion and society, belief becomes the sum of peoples’
practical expertise across a range of niches of religious habitus. Religion becomes not a
discrete cultural system but continuous with, and for the purposes of persuasion, often
antagonistically oriented against the most dominant aspects of other forms of social
practice. The historical anthropologist John Comaroff neatly sums it up as ‘a shifting
semantic field, a field of symbolic production and material practice empowered in complex
ways’.48

Some of the historical questions that proceed from this are at what point variations in
practice break out of habitus and transform or modify it, and how we are to characterize
such practices and relate them to intentionality. It seems sensible to suggest that people put
surpluses of potential meaning into practice (that is they often talk past or misunderstand
each other, or deliberately behave ambiguously) only some of which is selected and
transmitted, and that intentional actions can also be freighted with impersonal and
unarticulated meanings and power-effects, which can lie dormant until picked up in
subsequent inter-subjective or textual practices. The study of religious practice in this light
challenges historians to return to their sources and look for the logic of a range of forms of
non-textual expertise conducted across the most diffusely spread of social niches.

The ‘new materialist’49 trend in the history of religion gradually percolating into
medieval historiography over the last decade or so is an aid to this end. The new materialist
paradigm involves a study of the relationships forged through lived religion between
humans (as units not of mind but of ‘embodied intelligence’) and objects (as ‘inanimate
agents’) and invites examination of the links, nodes, and flows of material activities that
constitute medieval religious belief. It provides exciting opportunities for historians
pursuing a social practice approach to religion, belief and society by stimulating historians,
archaeologists, art historians and anthropologists in a conversation about embodiment and



object-, in varied configurations with, textual-oriented religious practice.50 Thus for
example Thomas Csordas’s work on the phenomenology of embodiment (explored via
fieldwork on modern evangelical religion) takes us further than Hume’s notion of religion
as misinterpreted sense perceptions or Descartes’ formulation of the body as an inert
container for the mind, and even attempts to escape Foucauldian readings of the body as
having discourse written onto it. He sees the body as a ‘pre-objective’ multifaceted way of
‘being in the world’ (Dasein) that brings its own determining potential to religion, at the
point where sensation and culture meet. These insights inevitably complicate and test
historical method by simultaneously opening up new spaces for historians to contextualize
evidence and drawing our attention to the limits of what can be captured in language and
paradoxically the surpluses that can be retrieved from careful readings of texts. Any such
method would require, as Csordas observes, the ‘examination of the relation between the
semiotic notion of inter-textuality and the phenomenological notion of inter-subjectivity’.51

In other words, perhaps more than anything else, anthropology helps historians to expand
their historical empathies, by drawing them up short against the false friendship of their
sources, and inviting them to reflect beyond their own closures and susceptibilities in their
historical judgments of other humans.

This challenge need not deter historians from more imaginative readings of their sources,
the reward of which is the avoidance of an unconscious reproduction of the closed accounts
literate elites give of social distributions of motivation and entitlement. Texts are
prescriptive, use the language of exclusion, contain inconsistencies in their attempts to
manage insoluble tensions, they are polemic and reveal fragments that fail to confirm or
extend their claims. Recent examples of historians combining reading strategies gained
from the linguistic turn with hermeneutic strategies (gained from anthropology) are
provided by John Arnold’s work on the materiality of unbelief, and Caroline Walker
Bynum’s on Christian Materiality.52 One of the most consistently effective of historians to
have opened up worlds of medieval religious experience, Walker-Bynum has argued that
the actions of people in the past leave their traces in and beyond the linguistic utterances of
our sources, and that we must find ways ‘to ferret out slippages and silences, unconscious
inconsistencies and contradictions, that reflect that subterranean place where lie the
assumptions that undergird acts as well as ideas’.53 In our efforts to do just that John Arnold
has counseled caution against too great a readiness to think that we can ‘resummon and
understand past individuals, because we are on “their” side…in emphasizing, perhaps, a
number of reading strategies rather than claiming an epistemology—we may save ourselves
from colonizing the subaltern subjects of the past’.54 Gabrielle Spiegel expounded this
theme of historian as necromancer in her recent presidential address to the American
Historical Association, in which is concluded: ‘Our most fundamental task as historians, I
would argue, is to solicit those fragmented inner narratives to emerge from their silences. In
the last analysis, what is the past but a once material existence now silenced, extant only as
sign and as sign drawing to itself chains of conflicting interpretations that hover over its
absent presence and compete for possession of the relics, seeking to invest traces of
significance upon the bodies of the dead’.55

CONCLUSION

In this investigation of the way that anthropology might feed the historical imagination, it
may seem to some historians that a theoretical sledgehammer has been taken to crack an



empirical walnut. For those accustomed to see a correlation between medieval religion and
its metaphysical referents predicated on ecclesiastical authority and apostolic continuity the
challenge of cultural translation is less troubling than for those for whom religion’s true
historical significance is contingent on social and political as well as ideological claims. In
addition to the methodological investigation this facilitates into the history of religion, are
two further benefits historians might derive from reading anthropology. First, the place
medieval Christianity occupies in western historical metanarratives becomes open to review
in the light of the assumptions and uses anthropologists bring to it. Traditional evolutionist
and modernizing narratives have been shown to be two sides of the same coin, one looking
back upon societies doomed never to become anything more than partial achievements of
full human potential, the other looking forward to the achievement of one particular society
uniquely favoured by historical destiny. A third metanarrative is that of the genealogy or
archaeology of discourses of knowledge/power, Asad suggesting that Renaissance man was
the original western colonial. The question is then raised whether medieval authorizing
discourses are victim or precursor of western forms of power/knowledge, immune from or a
site of postcolonial rumination? Perhaps a fourth metanarrative, that of development, an
ambiguous term used primarily of non-Western world regions entangled as a consequence
of colonialism and globalization in the modernizing narrative but who, however developed
they may be, are doomed to be constantly ‘developing’, better describes our traditional
treatment of Medieval Christianity.56 Perhaps Medieval Christianity, beyond its
confessional variants, is an important place where we rehearse our anxieties about reality
and representation and what has passed for one or the other at different times ever since in
our ethnocentric historiography.

A second perspective that anthropological readings open up on medieval Christianity
results from the deconstruction of Natural Religion as a scientific category of analysis. As
we have seen, John Bossy got there under his own steam by a different route long before the
growing field of the anthropology of Christianity began to examine the theological roots of
social science. It is in large part an exercise in reflection upon the theological residue left on
western analytical concepts, parameters and paradigms of ‘Religion and Belief’ better to
understand and break free of traditional accounts and offer a postcolonial understanding of
Christianity in all its global niches.57 Anthropologists of Christianity are clearing a space
where comparative world religion once was, for new approaches to the study of ‘religious’
styles that may come to have some bearing on the history of the global middle ages.

Anthropology has long provided a useful series of categories, terms and concepts for
historians to use, and we must not be afraid to explore their provenances and adapt them to
suit our own disciplinary conditions.58 It seems pretty undeniable to suggest that medieval
Christianity cannot be properly understood by historians unless in its relationship to a
plethora of other social, political, and economic activities. This is not to say that religion
had no independent historical influence, but that it is impossible to measure the relative
motivations of individuals, and difficult to imagine a scenario in which religious reasons
can be shown historically to have proceeded solely from religious causes. To take such a
line is truly reductionist. The emphasis lies in giving due weight to how religious practice
bristles and cracks, not with a mystifying energy but with an awareness of the social forces
that accompany it.
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