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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Diana Espirito Santo and Nico Tassi

Matter, spirit, creation

In the Symbolism of Evil (1967) Paul Ricoeur singles out the biblical story of the Fall from Heaven as the anthropological myth par excellence. The original sin, an act of disobedience from, if not betrayal of, God’s will, resulted in the banishment of humans from the direct presence of God, opening a gulf between the omnipotence of the creator and the impotence of the created. At once, the distinction between the immutability and ethereality of God’s truth and perfection, and the human and material propensity to deceive and become deceived, became apparent: Adam and Eve were shamed. Humans were destined to a life of corporeal finitude and material scarcity, of work and suffering, deception and impermanence, before their immaterial soul could be rejoined with a creator they could not know directly. The absolute difference (ibid), or epistemological separation (Keane 2006), exemplified by the Fall, produced throughout Christian history a sense of anxiety (Weber 2002; Keane 2007) as well as a paradoxical ‘problem of presence’ (Engelke 2007), since any kind of spiritual contact, however abstract and conceptual, required at the same time a worldly/material instantiation, thus rendering the theoretically immaterialisable, material.

Such a tension has been played out and de-emphasised at different stages of the history of Christianity. However, it is with the advent of narratives of modernity – characterised by the progressive withdrawal of religion from the stage of rational public action and the consequent harnessing of religion to uphold modernist enlightened ideas (Weber 1958; Orsi 2005) – that a radical attempt to redefine the material and the spiritual is laid out. Supported by the coordinated action of religious, civic and educational institutions a discourse about progress and ‘faith development’ unfolded. It would promote a rationalisation of the belief in God, while it was thought that progress and democracy would bring about a secular and more lucid attitude towards God that would guarantee a separation between religion and politics (Meyer 2006). These transformations can be seen under the general process of transforming Christianity from what was seen as its immature superstitious stage to a modern morality; from the early polytheistic pagan cults to a Christ-centred faith; from religious practices largely based on bodies and things to more intellectual and introspective forms of belief (Orsi 2005: 9). Certainly modernity produced its own forms of magic (Meyer and Pels 2003; Comaroff and Comaroff 2001) and its resulting combinations of practices of revelation and concealment, faith and scepticism (Taussig 2003). However, the conforming of religion to the ideology of development and its alliance with modernity, as well as its tendency to abstract from the material – considered an impediment to intellectual dexterity – meant that, for many, a different conception of the sacred was in order, namely, one that would uproot the power of presence from things and bodies. In fact, both modern Western Christianity and scientific materialism were built upon the denial of the spirit in things as well as – despite the latter’s tendency to associate the material with the concreteness of ‘facts’ – a common understanding of materiality as ultimately defined by a sociohistorical process of abstraction of the spiritual from the material (Pels 2008: 266).

Firstly, the material world was to become not just unworthy, but illusory: matter was to become inert, the epistemological deceiver, the mere illusion behind which lies the really ‘real’ (Miller 2005: 5). Curiously, the assumptions behind these views do not simply continue to dominate anthropological studies of religious forms, but as we will note further ahead, have been constitutive of the anthropological project itself (Cannell 2006). The ‘real’ now takes an assortment of shapes – from tangible socio-economic and political conditions, pathologies and repressed psyches, to inherited evolutionary dispositions manifest through cognitive mechanisms. Matter (including the body) has remained somewhat of a ‘mask’ to hide or at best clothe other, more essential, features of our existence as material beings. In the social sciences, religion has always tended, and continues, to be about ‘something’ else, and thus needs to be ‘believed’ in.

Secondly, the modern attempt to purify signs from things, objective from subjective domains, transcendent from material, religious from earthly matters, produced a particular characterisation of the material world. Given its supposed separation from ideology and morality, the material was to become a self-regulated sphere, a domain of public (and economic) action governed by values and principles generally alien to the spiritual world. Once religion was eliminated from the mundane, this earthly world would become an absolute capable of producing its own morality, which would be defined according to the degree of correspondence it obtained with the concrete actions and material, measurable successes of human beings (Dumont 1977: 124). Indeed, while Christianity increasingly lost its anchorage in nature and in an infinite, divine kind of ‘human’ rationality, material life and worldly and economic deeds became the new producers of morality, even humanity.

The gap that was opened between the ‘here’ and the ‘beyond’ in Western societies has an undeniably entrenched and complex history, one characterised by the development of both a scientific materialism and a particular kind of humanism which came to exclude the agency of matter by its very ontological spin (see Taylor 1992, 2007). Charles Taylor argues that from an ‘enchanted world’ where ‘the line between personal agency and impersonal force was not all clearly drawn’ (2007: 32), and where ‘charged things can impose meanings, and bring about physical outcomes proportionate to their meanings’ (ibid: 35), we have moved into a secular modernity that is closed in upon itself, an ‘immanent frame’ where God is no longer necessary. This has not simply been a move of disenchantment, or of subtraction, but one of ‘buffering’ a self that is no longer permeable or porous, but defined precisely by its capacity to disengage with the world.

God was thus banished from the secular domain, appearing only in the consciousness of this interiority, seen by some as a moral failure to apprehend the true ‘facts’ of the natural world. Arguably, the appearance of ‘scientific’-inspired new religious movements such as mesmerism, theosophy and spiritualism (Sharp 2006; Washington 2003; Wilson 1990), particularly in the nineteenth century, signalled a resistance to the forcefulness of this separation between the natural and the religious, a resistance that still resonates today.

The important point in all of this is that the separation between the spiritual and the material, some aspects of which we have attempted to describe above, led to an exclusion of the possibility of reciprocal interaction and transformation between these domains, fostering an idea of the world as pre-ordained and self-contained rather than incipient, ‘on the verge of the actual’ (Ingold 2006: 12). Once created, matter was to become autonomous from, and even immune to, divine interference: humans were to become arbiters of their own fate, legislating themselves in the absence of a punishing superior deity. This meant that ‘communication’ between realms, in whatever shape it was to take (but especially through matter), was to lack a fundamental, ontologically creative dimension. It was no wonder that ‘animist’ cultures were to pose such a conundrum for early anthropological analyses, and still do for those produced now (see Pietz 1985, for a discussion on the fetish; also see Sansi and Trapido, this volume).

This book is not about Christianity, Christian history, or even religious modernity. But it does inevitably address some of the corollaries of Christian thought – which are anthropology’s too – through its focus on questions of materiality and transcendence in diverse ethnographic contexts; questions which reverberate with both traditional Christian concerns and the language of a modernity which has reproduced as normative certain matter-spirit configurations. Christian conceptualisations of divinity and humanity, and of religious objects, were often taken as universal blueprints for anthropological inquiry. This is true to the extent that often an examination of other religious cosmologies, and of the ‘other’ more generally, was effectuated through prisms that not only elicited a series of stereotypes and misunderstandings about the religious practices under study, but also tended to reproduce and consolidate certain Western understandings of the world. Anthropology has doubtlessly moved on a great deal from its primordial ethnocentrisms, but more attention needs to be drawn to the study of religious objects in this regard. The ethnographic case studies in this book offer us the possibility of experimenting with religious notions of materiality that challenge some of the taken-for-granted ideas described above as constitutive of the modern project; but this does not mean they bear no relation to them. The religious concepts and practices that we will deal with here are generated not so much in opposition to or in isolation from mainstream religious modernity, but rather in relation and reaction to it.

Anthropology and religion

It is not simply in passing that Cannell notes that ‘Christianity has functioned in some ways as “the repressed” of anthropology’ (2006: 4). She argues that:

Social science takes some of its earliest and most important steps toward a separate disciplinary identity by means of a unilateral declaration of independence from metaphysics, including Christian theology – a declaration, which, however, it has proved easier to make than to fulfil’ (ibid: 14).

Cannell is struck by the continued resistance in anthropology to the religious experiences of others – they may be described in detail, she says, ‘but must be explained on the basis that they have no foundation in reality’ (ibid: 3). The point here is that anthropology is at once symptomatic and generative of a certain sort of subjectivity, an understanding of the subject as constituted via an individualised and interior moral consciousness, one demonstrably not shared by all people everywhere – and one that assumes an almost total divorce between subject and object. In the social sciences this assumption has been manifest more generally through the idea that the material world is a sort of substratum onto which meaning and human categories are projected. A well-known instance of this paradigm is Émile Durkheim’s postulation of ‘collective representations’ (1912), which emphasised the constructed and collective character of meaning. Durkheim envisaged the material and natural world as rendered meaningful by systems of representations that mapped onto it, and significantly, systems that transcended the individual. Divinity, for him, was the reification of society itself. This perspective did not deny the existence of a material world, but proposed that it was a particular language system that conveyed meaning, and that rendered the material world intelligible, not matter itself (see Swift, this volume, for a similar discussion on hermeneutics). Consequentially, knowledge was acquired by abstracting from the materiality of the world the intellectual generalities that make sense of it or the physical and metaphysical forms that animate it.

It is unsurprising that the need arose to produce in anthropology a universal and trans-historical definition of religion, namely as an ‘underlying common essence which could be abstracted from concrete but divergent practices’ (Keane 2008: 116). Such universalising conceptions of religion have tended to emphasise ‘belief’ as a cognitive and ultimately subjective phenomenon, whose function is social organisation and cohesion. If throughout most Christian history religious physical discipline had aimed to tune external behaviour with the inner self (Asad 1993: 64), religious rituals came to be seen as structuring symbolic forces capable of overpowering selfish, individualistic instincts and activating noble ideals (Durkheim 1995). This would further separate a more sensual dimension of veneration (through bodies) from the duties of the soul, shifting the ‘religious’ from action-oriented to idea-centred. Asad defends the idea that a definition of religion as an autonomous transcultural phenomenon can be traced to the liberal agenda – typical of the development of secular modernity – of separating politics, law and science from religion; it is a ‘product of a unique post-Reformation history’ (1993: 28) that created a spatial distinction between the domains, one which at once suited the interests of those who wished to confine it and defend it. The idea that religious belief is distinct from ordinary historical or cultural knowledge, that it comprises a system of symbolic meanings that map onto, or say something about, the nature of a general order, and that it exists beyond observed practice, is thus specific to a very particular history, that of Christianity (ibid: 42).

In this volume we have asked our contributors to maintain a dialogue between – on the one hand – a concern with ontological diversity in an analysis of religious objects and practices, and – on the other – a recognition of the material and phenomenal character of religious experience. If in the first instance what is inside and out, what is real and imaginary, what is matter and what is spirit, are distinctions that hinder more than help anthropological accounts, in the second we are forced to come to terms with aspects of human religious experience which radically challenge a hegemonic narrative of dematerialisation, as well as dualistic interpretations of matter and spirit. While we are moved to search for the relations that make people and things and entities into what they are (Henare et al 2007), and not local interpretations of what we know is already there, we also feel called upon to take seriously the material properties of people, things and entities – the ‘thingness’ of things.

A focus on ontology can, in our view, alert us to the circularity and even arrogance of assuming that we live in a single world, a reality, understood or misunderstood in different ways by our ‘informants’. By blurring or sidelining the dichotomies of immanent and transcendent, matter and spirit, object and subject, as analytical categories, the papers in this volume deny anthropological discourse any epistemological advantage over the native’s, and aim to allow for religious artefacts to transgress their status as mere ‘objects’ (Henare et al 2007), actively participating in the creation of cosmology. In so doing, they critique the attitude, common in the study of religions, of according privilege to words and symbols for their ‘immateriality’ – that is, over religious practices, spiritual sensorium and material objects – and as such, their supposedly unique capacity to determine ‘moods and motivations’ (Geertz 1983). This necessarily implies drawing out the consequences and effects that ‘native’ categories may have on our own.

Religious artefacts and the making of spiritual worlds

In their Introduction to Thinking Through Things, which is essentially a methodological treatise, Henare, Holbraad and Wastell (2007) ask us to think about of what a an anthropology of objects would look like if it were not about material culture; this is, of what a ‘thing’ is in the first place, regardless of whether and how it is embedded in larger networks of actors and agencies. Can a ‘thing’ also be a concept, an idea, a meaning? In so doing, they question the divides that religious and political ideologies have established between things and people and between things and ideas, many of which are implicitly upheld by contemporary theorists. This may require us to think more closely about the object proper, and about the need to begin with a certain analytical ‘naivety’, as Henare and her colleagues propose. The novelty of their method lies in its suggestion that what is and is not a ‘thing’ is an ethnographic question, and their ability in this way to avoid the most damaging consequences of a dualistic ontology that is arguably embedded in our discipline’s own definition. Taking ‘thing-as-heuristic’ rather than ‘thing-as-analytic’ as a starting point, ensures minimal theoretical baggage, unlike loaded terms such as ‘artefacts’, ‘objects’, ‘materiality’ (2007: 5), and even ‘social’. According to the authors, ‘the difference between an analytic and a heuristic use of the term ‘thing’ is that while the former implies a classificatory repertoire intended for refinement and expansion, the latter serves to carve out things […] as the field from which such repertoires might emerge’ (ibid). For example, in his chapter in their book, Martin Holbraad argues that when the Cuban diviners of the cult of Ifá say that the powder that they divine with on their board is power, they do not mean this metaphorically, or constructively: they mean it literally, forcing the anthropologist to ‘transform his assumptions’ so that he can conceptually overcome this apparent contradiction (ibid: 190). In this case, Holbraad must show how powder also is power, so that the distinction between ‘thing’ and ‘idea’ is no longer tenable.

We start with the ordinary (representationist/epistemological) assumption that concepts are the site of difference. Then we argue that in order for difference to be taken seriously (as ‘alterity’), the assumption that concepts are ontologically distinct from the things to which they are ordinarily said to ‘refer’ must be discarded. From this it follows that alterity can quite properly be thought of as a property of things – things, that is, which are concepts as much as they appear to us as ‘material’ or ‘physical’ entities. Hence the first answer to the incredulous question of where ‘different worlds’ might be, is here, in front of us, in the things themselves (2007: 13).

Henare et al’s call to ‘think though things’ was one of the inspirations in the conception of this book, and is echoed both in the editors’ respective chapters, and in the more general framework of anthropological inquiry that binds all the other texts in this volume. But here we also attempt to ask a different (perhaps more specific) set of questions about religious objects and their relations with humans and spirits. Religious objects have been alternately seen as ‘persons’ occupying multiple subject positions and identities. Or, to make up for their assumed impotence, they have been invited by the anthropologist to speak, as in the tradition of subaltern studies. But, paraphrasing Mitchell (1996), the question here might well be: ‘What do objects really want?’ – shifting the question from language to desire, from meaning to action, from objectification to transformation. What we aim to do in this volume is to undermine the general assumption that objects are detrimental to the healthy functioning of social – and divine – relations. We feel that this requires us to be attentive to the often very simple ways in which an object manifests its will to create or co-create in its environment. The ethnographic data presented here lead us to reconsider the consequences of material movement, or the movement of materials – inasmuch as this movement generates relations of all kinds – particularly in how an active engagement with and employment of ‘things’, as well as their mere presence, may have consequences beyond epistemological ones: that is, how objects may be complicit in the making of spiritual worlds. This allows us to counter a frustration felt by the contributors to this volume regarding the excessive attention accorded to opposite processes – that is, to processes whereby matter mirrors or instantiates ontology, but is impotent to participate in or transform it – and allows us also to highlight ethnographic instances where material things are generative and creative not merely of social environments, but of cosmology proper. In the end, we feel it is not enough to grant the object ‘subjectivity’ or voice, but rather it may be necessary to see it as intrinsic to and even constitutive of religious ontologies. In this way, we also follow Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell’s interest in what things ‘do’ – that is, ontological effects.

In the following sections, we explore what we understand to be some of the key ideas at stake in a consideration of religious materiality. While this Introduction is by no means intended as state-of-the-art, our aim is to lead the reader through some of the ways in which objects/matter have been understood in the past, and to point to what we perceive as the more fruitful approaches to religious ‘things’. The idea is to suggest that greater attention be paid to the kinds of practices regulating contact between the spiritual and the material, the techniques that allow for transformation to occur on either end
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