
The Scholar of Religion, the Academy, and Jonathan Z. Smith’s “Iron Law” 

A student may not be asked to integrate what the faculty will not (Smith, 2013: 94).
ABSTRACT

This article argues for the public significance of both Jonathan Z. Smith’s concept of religion and his theory of the academy. Smith’s argument, in the introduction to Imagining Religion, for imagining religion as a second-order object of the academy, distinct from first-order religions, though widely cited as a canonical text in religious studies, has seldom been interpreted in light of his extensive writings on the academy. These writings add up to a theory of the academy as exemplar of the conditions for the responsible public exercise of cognitive power. The questions raised in Imagining Religion about the relationship of second order religion to first order religions, about “data,” and about the authority of the scholar of religion, can only be judged responsibly on the basis of Smith’s theory of the academy, a theory that constitutes the fundamental context for interpreting Smith’s entire corpus of writings on religion. 

IMAGINING RELIGION AS AN OBJECT OF THE ACADEMY

“There is no data for religion. Religion is solely the creation of the scholar’s study” (Smith 1982: xi). In the last four decades this pair of assertions made by Jonathan Z. Smith have entered into the canon of ritual dicta cited when scholars discuss definitions of the term religion.
 They are taken from the tightly crafted argument for what the agendum of the scholar of religion should be that constitutes the Introduction to Imagining Religion (hereafter referred to as IIR), Smith's second collection of essays.
Despite the innumerable references to these propositions, critical discussion has, for the most part, been disappointing.
 For one thing, there has been no careful analysis of the argument in which they are embedded. In addition, there has been almost no reference to Smith’s writings on the academy, which, I will argue here, are essential to a proper interpretation of the argument in IIR.

Two further weaknesses are noteworthy. First, critics in general have failed to do justice to the overwhelming predominance of epistemic vocabulary, evident from the most cursory reading of IIR, and the fact that the intent of each of the seven essays in Imagining Religion is the enhancement of “cognitive power” (1982, xii, xiii). Second, because of the laser-like focus on “the scholar,” critical discussion has scanted the institutional conditions, explicit in the text, to which the scholar of religion is accountable.

One consequence of disregarding Smith’s understanding of the academy as the corporate context for interpreting IIR is a failure to recognize the overall coherence of his work on religion supplied by that context.
 A second consequence is a failure to recognize the wider public significance of Smith’s work. A third consequence is misunderstanding of the potentially fruitful interrelationships between second-order religion and first-order religions. 

The purpose of this article is to interpret IIR in light of the theory of the academy developed in Smith’s education writings, and suggest implications for the study of religion, the responsible public exercise of cognitive power, and the relationship between religion as a second-order object of the academy and first order religion. 
The argument of IIR

The first sentences of IIR contain the initial statement of an argument for the agendum of the student of religion in the academy. The argument consists of the premise, formulated in the opening two sentences followed by the conclusion. The premise is that the enterprise of imagining deities and that of imagining religion are not the same. The objects of the two enterprises differ (deities versus religion), as do their chronologies (the entire span of human history versus the last few centuries). The conclusion is that the task of the student of religion in the academy, her central preoccupation, must be an act of second order reflection. Already in this disarmingly prosaic statement the originality of Smith’s approach to the academic study of religion is indicated in the prizing apart of “religion” and “deities.”

The rest of the first paragraph is a restatement of the argument. The distinction between the two orders of imaginative activity is now drawn in terms of the quantity of their data sources (“a staggering amount,” versus none) and their agent. It is the scholar who is the sole source of religion. Religion “is created for the scholar’s analytic purposes by his imaginative acts of comparison and generalization.”  This claim regarding the scholar is followed immediately by a claim about the academy. “Religion has no independent existence apart from the academy.” In other words, the scholar acts as a representative of the academy. Whatever “solely” means, it cannot be interpreted in terms of a conception of the scholar as an agent acting independently of the institution.

The last two sentences of the paragraph restate the conclusion. Given that the scholar is the sole source of religion as academic object, the self-consciousness of the scholar must be “his primary expertise, his foremost object of study.” This restatement makes unmistakable that notwithstanding the fact that the scholar is acting in the capacity of a representative of the academy, something of her individual self must be brought into “the study,” that is, the work of creating religion. The scholar is co-accountable to self and academy. 

Turning to the second paragraph, the formal logic of premise and conclusion is repeated a third time. The difference in sources is asserted in the unqualified declaration, “there is no data for religion.”  Now, however, the sense in which raw, first order “religious” material cannot qualify as a source for “religion” is spelled out: “no datum possesses intrinsic interest” (italics added). In other words, the earlier formulation must be read as “there is no given data for religion.”
 The raw material must undergo a transformation into something else. Data must become exempla, appropriated to the purposes of the scholar. Those purposes are not the same as first order enterprises.

The distinction between “data” and “exempla” supplies the vocabulary for articulating in practice what it means to say that the scholar “creates” religion. Creation is enacted in the choice of what will count as exemplary. Two features of choice are spelled out. First, the scholar must make the reasons for her choices explicit and therefore subject to argument. Choice, in other words, is anything but arbitrary or solely up to the scholar. Second, reasoned choice is a “skill,’ the primary skill. This assignment of primacy must be taken as an elaboration of the earlier assignment of primacy to the expertise of self-consciousness. Self-consciousness is enacted in the skilled practice of argued choices. The conclusion, implicit in the final sentence of the paragraph, is that the choices of the scholar bring into being the “intellectual domain” called religion, a domain whose boundaries coincide with the range of what the scholar, accountable to the academy, counts as exempla for her purposes.

The third paragraph breaks the formal pattern of premise and conclusion. It is wholly taken up with the conditions that constrain the scholar’s cognitive powers of imagination, creation, interpretation, and choice. Three conditions are cited: mastery of primary material, theory, and method. They are “implicit” in the agendum that has been elaborated. 
How are they implicit? Where do the imperatives, the “must” used three times, come from? 0ne critic concludes from Smith’s focus on the scholar’s purposes, self-consciousness, interest, and choices that the picture adds up to a theory of the scholar as “sovereign “agent (Benavides 2003: 895). Another takes the view that Smith’s notion of agency amounts to an “apparent surrender to … post-structuralist subjectivism” (Strenski: 359). As I have suggested, however, such issues cannot be addressed adequately without considering what Smith has to say about the academy.


If religion is an object of the academy, then the scholar of religion must be a scholar of the academy. Smith’s work as a student of the academy amounts to “a second career.” For forty years, in addition to his work at the graduate level, he taught in the undergraduate general education program at Chicago. He spent a decade in educational administration, including five years as Dean of the College at the University of Chicago (1977 -1982). As of 2004 he had delivered addresses on education at over eighty colleges, universities and professional associations and more than sixty national or regional educational conferences (2004: 13, n. 41).
 

A collection of Smith’s writings on education was published recently containing fifteen out of more than thirty, including one previously unpublished piece (2013). They address a wide range of topics, including the college major, graduate education, the undergraduate curriculum, and professional education. 
Smith’s Theory of the Academy

The central preoccupation of the education writings is the question of the purpose of the academy; that is, “what constitutes an endeavor as academic” (2013: 40, 83). A useful point of entry into his answer is the statement of epistemological presuppositions in “Puzzlement,” one of Smith’s most important articles on the aims of education (2013: 119-135). It concerns what is and is not given as the ground of education. What is not given is the world. What is given, or rather, taken as given, are construals:  

The world is not ‘given.’ It is not simply ‘there.’ We constitute it by acts of interpretation. … It is by an act of human will, through projects of language and history … that we fabricate the world and ourselves. But there is a double sense to the word ‘fabrication.’ It means both ‘to build’ and ‘to lie.’ Education comes to life in the moment of tension generated by this duality. For, though we have no other means than language for treating the world, words and symbols are not the same as that which they seek to name and describe….the fit is never exact …What is required at this point of tension is the trained capacity for judgment (2013: 125, cf. 116. Italics added). 
The first point I want to call attention to is the crucial role of words as the medium of world making power: “we have no other means than language for treating the world.” Elsewhere he credits “feminist criticism, the most powerful and fundamental internal critique of the academy since Kant,” for conclusively demonstrating that “words are what empower us for good or ill” (2013: 143). 

The second point to notice is, paradoxically, the inadequacy of words: “words and symbols are not the same as that which they seek to name and describe….the fit is never exact.” Words are what empower us, but they are never exact. What is distinctive of the academy is its attitude towards this paradoxical double claim regarding words and world.
 The condition for the responsible exercise of cognitive power could be summed up in the single imperative to venture words for worlds in the face of their lack of fit.
Third, the tensions entailed in society’s world-making cognitive power are what give rise to the academy. It “comes to life,” as exemplar, in the gap opened up between the power to fabricate the world by acts of interpretation and the lack of fit between word and world, media and ends, a gap which creates the risk of lying.

I suggest that implicit in this set of presuppositions is a theory of the academy that can be summed up in the proposition that the academy exists to act as public exemplar and advocate of the conditions for the responsible exercise of cognitive power. There are three key elements in this formulation: cognitive power as world-constituting in its consequentiality, trained judgment regarding words and world as the condition for the responsible exercise of that power, and the exemplary role of the academy.
 

The next three sections elaborate on these features. A fourth section will summarize the theory in terms of its concept of rationality. In the final section I will suggest some of the implications of religion, imagined as an object of the academy, for first-order religions. Throughout, I will draw primarily on Smith’s writings on education but in a few instances will also draw on his writings on religion.
COGNITIVE POWER

Fundamental to Smith’s concept of cognitive power are tensions that give rise to thought and animate genealogies of problems,
 tensions such as that between fabrication as building and lying, between the power of and lack of fit of words, between the familiar and the unfamiliar, imagination as power and imagination as play, play and risky consequential choice, imagination and judgment. I shall focus on imagination, choice, and judgment.
Imagination

Cognitive power in IIR is formulated first in terms of imagination, defined by Smith in the education writings as “the power of the mind over the possibility of things,” citing Wallace Stevens (2013: 134, 140). The power of imagination requires room for “playful” activity (Smith: 1987). It is “something primarily ‘gladsome,’ something like ‘having fun, more particularly that sort of fun associated with the intellect and its all but limitless capacity for the analogous activities of experimentation, argumentation, imagination, and ‘fooling around’” (2013: 122. Italics added). It entails laboratory and thought experiments, asking what if questions, trial and error. Its power is the future-oriented capacity to create, to invent, to come up with variations, new possibilities, alternatives to what is. 

To elaborate, Smith gives as proof text a Yiddish vaudeville version of the story of Moses pleading with Pharaoh to “let my people go.” It is a routine, replete with gestures, in which Moses “serves as the paradigm for liberal learning, especially in the human sciences.” The major activity in the story is the “’other,’ be it the world, other folk, our own past, or what have you. … It sends enigmatic signs at us and our job is to interpret them, to translate them into our language as best we can.” Moses’ efforts to read the signs exemplify interpretation and translation as “a crazy endeavor … more closely akin to play than work,” one that “most closely resembles that which ought to occupy every college classroom,” namely, “playfully enlarging the minds and perspectives of the young” (2013: 122, 124).

Consequential Choice

How is the tension between play and power resolved? Imaginative play must issue in real-world, consequential reasoned choices that affect “the world and ourselves.” One of Smith’s most succinct formulations for liberal education is “teaching choice” (2013: 117). 
Interpretations that are consequential are “interesting.” They must, that is, be “things in which one has a stake, things which place one at risk, things for which one is willing to pay some price.” In the context of the academy, “when a book, an idea, an object is found to be interesting in this sense, it is … because it exacts some cost. Ultimately, it is interesting because it challenges the way in which one has construed the world.” In that sense, it is “ultimately political.” “What we labor at together in college is the production of individuals who know …that interpretive decisions must be made, decisions of judgment which entail real consequences for which one must take responsibility and from which one may not flee by the dodge of disclaiming expertise” (2013: 126, 127).
Judgment

Responsible choice requires not only the play of the imagination to generate possibilities. Imagination entails “acts of comparison and generalization.” It requires judgment based on reasons and argumentation. The acquisition of the “ultimately political” powers and skills of informed judgment, says Smith, “might well stand as the explicit goal of every level of the college curriculum” (2013: 127).

Another of his definitions of liberal education, the answer he would give if forced to do so “while standing on one leg,” is “training in argument about interpretations” (2013: 14, cf. 117, 128). This summary answer gathers up two fuller formulations. The first identifies three skills involving interpretations: decisions (between interpretations), understanding (of particular interpretations), and translation (of one interpretation in terms of another). The second formulation zooms in on the aim: “Above all,” he says, these fundamental abilities lead to “the capacity for argumentation,” and, therefore, to “responsible decisions and the acceptance of consequences” (2013: 138). 
This brings us to what I would call the metrics of judgment. In the final part of “Puzzlement” Smith raises the question of what sort of test fits college-level work. The answer is formulated in a variety of ways, starting with the following blunt assertion: “I take as one of the prime rules of collegiate education [that] no one can be wrong” (2013: 129). Lifted out of context this could be interpreted as a blatant surrender to anything-goes relativism, undercutting all notion of responsibility for consequential judgment, and shattering the tension between play and consequence. 
The several examples, Smith gives, seven in all, unequivocally preclude any such reading. They range in form from a platitude of grade school math teachers about grading  to a suggestion he made to the annual meeting of the Midwest Regional Association of the College Board about the form the SAT test should take. 

The crucial feature in each of these formulations is that college-level intellectual work can only be evaluated by test procedures that make room for more than one “right” answer. Why? Because what is being tested is how the answers are derived, and there is always the possibility that there is more than one way, or a heretofore unimagined way (items one, two, and four); because there must be room for answers that a teacher may not have imagined (three and five); because, as with translation, there can never be only one correct possibility (five); because the object to be interpreted, such as a Levi-Strauss pun, requires that both interpretations “be held simultaneously as a stimulus to thought” (six); because, as in the case of a class exercise assigned by Smith, the “right” answer cannot be known in advance of the time when a decision must be made (item seven). 

The answer space for college-level testing, a space that cannot be restricted to a singular answer, is the “playful world of the in-between,” the “uneasy world of the in-between,” the “in-between” where “guessing and valuing finally come together” (2013: 129-131, 134). The “adequacy” or “insufficiency” of proposals, hypotheses, and interpretations is ‘relative.” The in-between world of the academy is a world of translation. 

Translation, says Smith is “the linguistic model on which the humanities is finally based” (2013: 130). Elsewhere, he extends this claim to the natural sciences (2004: 371). His favorite exemplar of translation, “perhaps the strongest,” is the work of Durkheim, 
where what is entailed in an act of translation is a procedure where the unknown is reduced to the known by holding that a second-order conceptual language appropriate to one domain (the known, the familiar) may, with relative adequacy, translate the language appropriate to another domain (the unknown, the unfamiliar). The cognitive advantage of such a proposal from language is that translation is, by its very nature, corrigible.  … Translation can never be fully adequate, it can never be complete. There is always discrepancy. Central to any proposal of translation are questions of appropriateness and ‘fit.’… Furthermore, the cognitive power of any translation, model, generalization, or redescription … is, by this view, a result of its difference from the subject matter in question and not its congruence (2004: 106. Italics added).
Smith asserts here, in the strongest possible terms, that the corrigibility of translation is the source of its power. All is contestable but not all at once. Something must be taken, construed, chosen, ventured, and argued for, as given. The in-between space of imagining and arguing possibilities must give way to choice that has the consequence of ruling out other choices.

The metrics of judgment requires room for venture, the shared in-between space of a corporate consciousness, as one of the imperative conditions for the responsible exercise of judgment and cognitive action.
THREE FORMULATIONS OF THE CONDITIONS FOR RESPONSIBILITY
Corporate Consciousness

The requirement that the agendum of the scholar is corporate, not individual, is made explicit in a 1988 article, “’Religion’ and ‘Religious Studies’: No Difference at All” (Hereafter cited as “No Difference”). This article also makes explicit why, in the case of religious studies, individual self-consciousness is necessary: religious studies lack “that corporate consciousness which constitutes an intact discipline” (2013: 82).

This article, published six years after Imagining Religion, must be taken into account in any interpretation of IIR. Its title is a blunt formulation of the fundamental claim of IIR, namely, that religion as an academic term is created by the academy for its institutional purposes, not to serve the purposes of religions or religious practices. “It is we, that is to say, the academy, who fill these definitions [of its objects of study] with content or meaning, who give them status, who employ them as part of our language” (2013: 80). As an object of the academy religion takes its bearings from the charter of the academy as a public institution. The only justification for religion in the academy must be what it contributes to its cognitive purposes.
Given that claim, the article raises the question of the status of religious studies within the academy. It cannot qualify as what Stephen Toulmin calls an “intact” discipline because it lacks the “corporate consciousness” of a discipline. That would include “agreed aims, ideals, or standards,” or “at least some implicit body of intertwined theoretical and methodological belief that permits selection, evaluation and criticism.” At present, Smith argues, religion is what Toulmin calls a “would-be” discipline. Theoretical debate in such a field “becomes largely – and unintentionally – methodological or philosophical; inevitably, it is directed less at interpreting particular empirical findings than at debating the general acceptability (or unacceptability) of rival approaches, patterns of explanation, and standards of judgment” (Smith, 2013: 81, 82; Toulmin, 1972: 15-17).

Does the absence of a disciplinary corporate consciousness mean that the scholar of religion is left to her own devices? Smith does in fact assert explicitly that “individual self-consciousness” must be substituted for “collective agreement (or stipulation)” at the disciplinary level. But the individual in this situation must “[make] plain that one is engaged in matters of choice rather than happenstance. … This consciousness must be demanded and trained for.” Individual self-consciousness is, even in the absence of agreed-upon disciplinary standards, bound by collective standards. 
Smith’s argument here is explicitly directed against the emergence, within the academy, of “a highly personalist religiosity in which each individual constitutes his or her own ad hoc canon in the name of generic religion” (2013: 79). He is specific about the conditions and requirements that bind the individual scholar at the level of both data and interpretation. At the level of data Smith cites verbatim conditions specified in the second and third paragraphs of IIR. At the level of interpretation he spells out a further set of requirements that are academy-wide. 

Where do these conditions and concerns come from? In IIR it is clear that they come from the academy. In “No Difference” this overarching institutional claim is elaborated. “Such concerns,” he asserts, “are not the domain of any particular discipline or field of study. They are “what constitute an endeavor as academic,” and, as such, “form the elements of a general education at the graduate level” (2013: 83). Clearly this is a claim regarding the status not just of religion but of any field of study, intact discipline or not. It is a claim for the jurisdictional authority of an academic corporate consciousness, of “general education,” not only over college-level but also over graduate studies. 

The second part of “No Difference” calls attention to some of the implications. Regardless of the field, Smith asserts, scholars, as “citizens of the academy,” share “commonalities, qua the academy, [which] far outweigh what I would understand to be differences of economic efficiency that separate the currently mapped fields within the human sciences.” One consequence is to challenge not only “personalist” notions in the name of a generic academic field called religion, but also the excessive preoccupation of many scholars of religion with the “fissive enterprise” of differentiating their field from others (2013: 84, 85).

In another article, this one on graduate education in general, Smith issues a devastating critique of the reigning dissertation-based model due to the absence of a “corporate consciousness.” There is no “corporate understanding of a discipline or field,” no “institutional judgment” regarding the claims of a given field of inquiry in relation to “the generic claims of the academy.” The courses that make up a graduate program or curriculum “appear to initiate into idiosyncratic styles” (2013: 40-42). This critique is not just of religion or graduate education. It is directed at the academy in general. Its full force requires attention to the second formulation of conditions, the “iron law.” 

The “Iron Law”

Who is responsible for the generic claims of the academy? In “Re-Forming the Undergraduate Curriculum: A Retrospective” Smith’s answer is unequivocal: “By charter, by statute, by any notion of faculty responsibility, not to speak of by student fee, it is the faculty alone who is charged with providing organization. To do otherwise is to violate what my colleagues at Chicago have taken to calling Smith’s iron law: A student may not be asked to integrate what the faculty will not” (2013: 94). 

Later in the same article the concept of the distribution of agency is spelled out: “The issues we confront “are not solely intellectual ones, but also, or above all, political ones. The precondition for serious curricular discourse is the acceptance by the faculty as a whole of responsibility for the totality of the curriculum; the prerequisite for serious curricular action is the acceptance of the principle of the utter accountability of each part to the whole” (2013: 102).The responsibility belongs to the faculty as a whole. Furthermore, each part, i.e. each discipline, each field, each individual, each level, graduate and undergraduate, is accountable to the whole. We could say that each represents the whole academy. Finally, both the faculty as a whole and each representative entity are responsible for the whole, that is, “the totality of the curriculum.”

The iron imperative of faculty choice is the central claim of “Why the College Major.” Choice is the key term, appearing nine times. It and its related cluster of terms – decision, judgment, elective, selection – appear at least nineteen times (2013: 111-118). 

The primary argument for the imperative of choice is developed in the first part of the article. “One cannot think about a major,” he asserts, “except in the context of some overall conception of the baccalaureate degree.” Smith mercilessly exposes some of the intellectually substantive failures of majors organized on the basis of the departmental model without such an overall conception. “Lacking principled stipulation, most majors are incoherent.” They cannot provide “an adequate mapping of human knowledge and inquiry.” They lack any way to test for depth and focus (2013: 113-115).
In another article, this one focusing on Harvard’s 1945 report on reforming liberal education, Smith finds its notion of general education to be “vague, contradictory, abstract, and implausible.” It “exhibits with uncommon clarity the deep tensions” underlying many such efforts at curricular organization, “tensions arising from their attempt at achieving an intellectual and educational charter,” on the one hand, and their efforts to satisfy political pressures from departmental and other constituencies. Curricular schema in general are “flaccid,” “woefully abstract.” often a “leaden muddle,” or “piecemeal” (2013: 98, 107, 108).
It is important to point out that “curriculum,” as Smith uses the term, is not subordinate to more lofty intellectual concerns. For him curriculum is the operational form of the overall intellectual charter of the academy. Curricula exemplify the aims of the academy concretely, specifically, in practice. More precisely, constructing the curriculum exposes in acute fashion the fact that a corporate conception of what the academy is for is not given. It is a matter of choice at every level.

To sum up, the iron law demands not only that the agent be corporate. The object of choice must also be “corporate,” that is, more than, say, scrupulous description. Depending on the context, the object of choice is described by Smith as translation that is more than mere paraphrase, as map that is other than territory, as theory, as overall conception, as the totality of the curriculum, or as the corporate consciousness of a discipline. In the case of the academy as a whole it must be a corporate consciousness of its purpose. In public life it is a world. But the iron law goes further. It demands enculturation. It requires that corporate responsibility be internalized in the self-consciousness of the citizens of the academy.

Enculturation

“To Double Business Bound” (2013: 142-154) goes further than any other of Smith’s writings towards a differentiated theory of the academy as a whole, college and disciplinary divisions, corporate and intellectual, institutional and communal aspects, introductory and second order levels, the whole focused on what should be entailed in one of the most elementary tasks of the academy, the teaching of modes of active reading. 
Smith begins by suggesting that learning how to read raises the problem of inappropriate cognitive attitudes or states, “premature certainty,” or “premature uncertainty.” The former is represented by a physical science student who regarded the human sciences as the realm of unchanging truth and values, the latter by a social science student “for whom all was opinion and nothing secure.” Both exhibited a common “nostalgia” for certainty. Both reflected an inadequate understanding of an academic discipline as a “community” (2013: 142, 143, 150). 

To elaborate, Smith again turns to Stephen Toulmin, suggesting that his notion of a discipline as a “rational enterprise” provides “an implicit theory and model of education” (2013: 145). Two related features of this definition are emphasized: First, it is not the answers but the questions that constitute a discipline, not its achievements but its problems. The “in-between” space of the academy is constituted by the “shortfall” or “gap” between the current problem state or tensions of a discipline and the “explanatory ideals” it has adopted. 

Second, “disciplines are not given.” The constituting questions “represent a shared commitment, a “corporate” matter, “the result of a social compact, a covenant” (2013: 144). As we saw earlier, without such a corporate agreement on ideals and problem state there is only a would-be discipline. 

But Smith takes pains in this article to claim that a discipline is social in the specific sense of being a community. “Community,” he points out, evokes a “quite different politics” from the word “discipline.” “It carries the root connotation of exchange rather than subjugation. It suggests notions of common goods, reciprocity, and communication. … You can learn disciplines; you must participate in a community.” It requires “enculturation” (2013: 143, 145).

Enculturation is a two-way affair. It entails entering into a community. “Enculturation is achieved when the outsider becomes, to some degree, an insider.”  It also requires taking it into oneself, internalizing the community. In the case of a discipline, for example, it entails, in Toulmin’s words, entering imaginatively into its “intellectual ideals,” committing oneself to its “collective ambitions,” as well as becoming an “heir” to its “genealogy of problems” (2013: 153, 145).

But Smith has something yet more specific in mind, elaborated in the last two sections of the article, concerning what must be experienced. Enculturation requires distinguishing between two orders of “business,” first order introduction and second order reflection.

 The first is the scrupulous introduction to the current state of knowledge of the domain or discipline in an ideal form: necessarily selective in what is included, how it is ordered, and the attitude of confidence and certainty to be taken towards it. It includes “learning the tacit conventions, the matters stipulate or taken for granted” (2013: 150). It requires what Smith bluntly calls “necessary duplicities.” For example, “words … are taken as if they were self-evidently significant. … We conceal from our students the debates and uncertainties that lie behind such judgments – indeed, we largely conceal from them the fact that self-evidence is always a field-specific judgment” (2013: 151).

Clearly, if such duplicities are never unmasked, if students “never experience having the rug pulled out in a controlled way, never experience the gap that Toulmin argued was at the very center of a definition of discipline,” then “dramatic duplicity” shades over into fraud. Hence the necessity of the second order of business, “public occasion for reflexivity,” which exposes the problematic cognitive status of knowledge at its best and opens the door to the workshop of the academy (2013: 152, 153).

Recognizing the cognitive status formed by the lack of fit between word and world and experiencing the problems, uncertainties, and risks entailed in experiment and consequential judgment are essential conditions for the responsible exercise of cognitive power. Recognition of the status is not enough, however. Recognition must be internalized in the form of cognitive attitudes towards the world as it could be, as we might to some extent affect its shape tomorrow, as the future world that the academy is accountable to and shares responsibility for. 
Smith neither surrenders responsibility for cognitive power nor advances a theory of sovereign cognitive power. There is no hint of ambivalence in Smith’s insistence that the tension is an imperative condition (Contra Urban, 2000: 342). He advocates cognitive power that does not claim sovereignty and a fallibilism that does not surrender to impotence. The iron law imperative of responsibility to venture world making refutes the charge of surrender. The imperative of enculturation into the fallibilist in-between space of possibility refutes the charge of sovereignty. To lose sight of either one, the “iron law” or the “gap,” is to fail to comprehend Smith’s conception of the work of the academy. 
THE ACADEMY AS EXEMPLAR
The third feature of the theory of the academy is its public accountability. Becoming an insider is for the sake of the outside. The “most fundamental social goal of liberal education [is] the bringing of private percept into public, civil discourse” (2013: 16). 

Throughout the education writings Smith directs attention back to the public origins of the academy. It is society which charters the academy for its purposes. The theory of the academy as a rational enterprise, preparing citizens for responsible, public exercise of cognitive power arises out of a theory of society as a would-be rational enterprise of world-making. The academy’s imperatives arise from this public, political situation of world making. The academy as we have noted, is an exemplar for a particular political ethos characterized by democratic practices such as reciprocity (2013: 143). 
This wider public significance of the theory of the academy is the subject of an article by Smith on the Internal Revenue Service as “America’s primary definer and classifier of religion” and the Supreme Court as “the legally authorized interpreter of religion” (2004: 375-390). Both institutions have responsibility for the rational enterprise of making cognitive judgments about what counts as religion. 

Analysis of the language of the pertinent IRS regulations leads Smith to the conclusion that the procedure it follows for defining religion is classification by prototype, and that the prototype of what counts as a religion is taken to be some form of Christianity. Organizations claiming tax-exempt status as a religion must make a consequential translation decision based on whether features of their practice fit that exemplar. The problem, according to Smith, is not the exemplar, but its “unproblematized” status, as evidenced by its use of such terms as ‘church,’ ‘sect,’ ‘religious organization,’ ‘religious orders,’ ‘ministers,’ ‘sacerdotal.’” The prototype is taken as self-evident, in no need of argument (2004: 377. Italics added). 

The same is true of Supreme Court opinions. The first decision discussed involved a city council ordinance prohibiting animal sacrifice. The ordinance was passed in response to plans of a Cuban American community to perform animal sacrifice, a traditional practice of their Santeria ritual. In its majority opinion the Court made use of Christianity as a self-evident prototype for holding that Santeria was to be classified as a religion. The opinion, says Smith, was “an essay in familiarization. … That which initially appeared strange – Santerian animal sacrifice – has been reduced to an instance of the known” (2004: 382). 

“Familiarization” is Smith’s redescription of one side of the translation model of the academy, the demand that translation or generalization be risked, that the gap between word and world be bridged. The Court’s opinion, says Smith, “is an effort, at one and the same time, both similar and different to that familiarizing project undertaken by the study of religion as it works through the necessary tension between the near and the far.” The “fundamental devices” used by the Court are the same as those used by the scholar, “comparison, translation, and redescription” (2004: 382, 383). In other words, the work of the Court is subject to the same conditions for its responsible exercise as the scholar. 
At this point Smith moves from interspersed critical observations to focus primary attention on judging the judges. “Translation and difference and criticism,” he asserts, “challenge, each in their own way, the confidence attendant on the deployment of some form of Christianity as a prototype.” In contrast to the “care” taken, for example, by Durkheim’s “précising definitions,” there is no hint, in the generalizing, or familiarizing efforts of the Court, “of the problematics of redescription, of translation, here, at the level of a second-order theoretical language” (2004: 383).

In the final part of the article, Smith turns to defamiliarization, a process of making the familiar seem strange in order to enhance our perception of the familiar” (2004:  383). Defamiliarization is as essential as familiarization. Moreover, it is not enough to recognize difference or incongruity after the fact, so to speak. Rather, difference is sought out. To make the point graphically Smith conducts a thought experiment, placing Durkheim on the Court and imagining several possible ways Durkheim might have problematized the definition of religion. 

 “I have undertaken this exercise in Durkheimian translation,” says Smith, “in order to make a simple point. The disciplined study of any subject is, among other things, an assault on self-evidence, on matters taken for granted, nowhere more so than in the study of religion.” Why does defamiliarization matter? The answer has to do with fulfilling the conditions of care in the exercise of the cognitive power in the court’s hands, the power to shape the architecture of future decision-making. 
In the cases discussed it is the power to affect what counts as the public cognitive tool “religion.” “The future of our increasingly diverse societies will call on … all our capacities for the dual project of making familiar what, at first encounter, seems strange, and making strange what we have come to think of as all-too-familiar” (2004: 389). 

The call for defamiliarizing and familiarizing strategies used to assault the attitude of self-evidence brings us back to IIR. The distinction between first-order religions and second-order religion with which it begins is precisely such an assault. Furthermore, the seven case studies that make up the collection of articles published in Imagining Religion are chosen because they demonstrate in exemplary fashion the “enormous cognitive power” generated by the “tension between the familiar and the unfamiliar,” the “extraordinary cognitive power” that comes from “making the familiar seem strange in order to enhance our perception of the familiar” (1982: xii, xiii). 
In addition, the challenge in IIR to religion as the object of study and therefore to its data, is extended to the scholar herself. IIR challenges the self-evidence of the scholar’s self-consciousness, demanding the skills of self-testing against self-delusion. Smith’s theory of the academy, in other words, necessarily entails also a theory of the scholar. And the article on the Court makes clear that the challenge to self-evident assumptions extends also to public self-consciousness, to “ourselves as citizens,” engaged in the would-be rational enterprise of democratic self-interpretation (2004:383).

Before turning finally to the implications for the interrelationship of second-order religion to first-order religions I want to summarize the theory of the academy.
THE RATIONALITY OF RATIONAL ENTERPRISES

At the heart of Smith’s theory of the academy is a notion of rationality that, he argues, is exemplified in a famous myth from New Guinea. Taking issue with a long-held interpretation of it as a myth of origins, Smith argues instead that it is about the present, “a native strategy for dealing with a new, incongruous situation,” specifically, “the confrontation between native and European economic systems.”  The myth, according to Smith, “does not solve the dilemma, overcome the incongruity or resolve the tension. Rather, it provides the native with an occasion for thought.”  It becomes an occasion for “testing of the adequacy and applicability of native categories to new situations and data. As such, it is preeminently a rational and rationalizing enterprise, an instance of an experimental method” (1978: 307. Italics added). 
In his “biobibliographical essay, published some twenty-six years later, Smith endorses this notion of rationality: “When I identify myself as having an intellectualist understanding of religion, it is the sense suggested by this quotation” (2004: 19). Rationality here is an exercise of cognitive power in response to new situations and new information, a response that has the potential to affect what counts as knowledge. It appropriates the past to face the future. 
This notion of rationality, I suggest, is comparable to the concept that grounds Stephen Toulmin’s notion of a rational enterprise, a notion that Toulmin applies not only to the academy and its disciplines but also, potentially, to societies at large: “a man demonstrates his rationality, not by a commitment to fixed ideas, stereotyped procedures, or immutable concepts, but by the manner in which, and the occasions on which, he changes those ideas, procedures and concepts” (Toulmin, 1972: Epigraph).
 

Situationality is a defining feature of this concept of rationality and of Smith’s theory of the academy. The theory is formulated in response to the situation of the academy, of religion in the academy, and of society today. In short, the responsible exercise of cognitive power is an ongoing world-constituting rational enterprise in response to changing world-situations. 

THE RELATIONSHIP OF SECOND-ORDER RELIGION TO FIRST-ORDER RELIGIONS
The critical edge of the agendum sketched in IIR is directed in the first place not at first-order but at other second-order theories of religious studies.
 This leaves us with the open question of the implications for the relationship of second-order religion as an object of the academy to first order religions and religious practice. 

First, imagining religion as a second-order object, an object of the academy, does not entail privilege over first-order religions. It means different, different in purpose, not opposed, or something to be imposed as if in competition.
 It brings distinctive advantages to be sure. Imagining religion as an object of the academy brings an outsider perspective to first-order religions which can potentially contribute to their reimagining in the face of new global challenges. It can widen the field of first order religious self-reflection by defamiliarizing its self-evident manifestations, and familiarizing its strangeness.
But the opposite is also true. Smith’s theory of the academy attacks self-evident notions of rationality as forthrightly as it attacks self-evident notions of religions.
 Furthermore, his writings on religion demonstrate that the study of first order religious materials can contribute to the academy’s practice of critical self-consciousness, that is, the exercise of self-testing against self-delusion. It is not only his writings on education that demonstrate that the academy stands under the requirement for vigilant, ongoing argumentation. 
Finally, the academy and religion are both for the sake of the world – the public, political purposes of the academy. Both are answerable to the larger common end of democratic freedom. Those ends, in turn however, are no more self-evident than are the raw materials of what might count as religions or the rationality of the academy. What is privileged is a “world” held in common. But that common world does not come with given, self-evident labels of essences, whether of religion, or rationality, or democracy. It is, willy-nilly, ongoingly construed. How it might be construed is subject to the conditions for the responsible exercise of cognitive power, tested against possible consequences in the face of ever-changing challenges, such as the planetary-scale changes facing us today.  
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�Russell McCutcheon refers to “Smith’s now famous words,” but adds that “citing Smith has become a ritual gesture … a genuflection that amounts to a disciplined act of deference that, once accomplished, allows one to go about doing what one was already intending to do” (2006: 291). Gustavo Benavides finds that the six word claim, “There is no data for religion” is “the most frequently cited sentence in theoretical/methodological discussions in the field of religious studies during the last two decades” (2003: 895).


�Exceptions include the well-known work of Russell McCutcheon. Less well-known is the excellent analysis by Mark Quentin Gardiner and Steven Engler (2010).


�The publication of a selection of these essays in On Teaching Religion (Smith: 2013) promises to change this. The review by John Nemec (2014), for example, explicitly points in this direction. By contrast, Kathryn Lofton in her review essay, while giving credit for Smith’s “scrupulosity” in treating raw materials, treats Smith’s education writings as a collection of maxims, rules, and prescriptions for teaching, with no hint of a corporate theory underlying them (2014).


�Efforts to describe Smith’s “larger project,” such as Burton Mack’s important account of Smith’s methodology, an account endorsed by Smith, would be strengthened by placing it within the larger context of his theory of the academy (Mack, 1996: 256-259; Smith, 2004: 29). See also my remarks below on Sam Gill’s interpretation of Smith as “Homo Ludens” (Gill, 1998).


�Contra Sands (2002), Smith is not saying that scholars of the academy are the only ones engaged in constructing the category of religion but that they alone are  responsible for creating it as a category intended to serve the purposes of the academy.


�For this use of the term “data,” as “facts accepted for purposes of [an] argument,” see Smith, 2004: 382. 


�“Since 1973,” Smith observes, “I have worked, spoken, and written as much on liberal education as I have on religion” (2013: 12).


�“The difference between college and high school level work, that which ought to be an explicit object of reflection in higher education, lies primarily in the attitude towards words and discourse” (2013: 124).


�The kind of theory of the academy I am attributing to Smith fits what Peter Galison calls “specific theory,” which allows us to ask both “philosophical questions that open up empirical work and … pose critical historical questions about the categories deployed” (Galison, 2004: 383). 


�See below for the crucial role of this concept, which Smith adopts from Stephen Toulmin (Smith, 2013: 145, citing Toulmin, 1972).


�Sam Gill’s appreciative, masterful exploration of the role of play in Smith’s work is essential reading. However, though Gill recognizes the interplay between Smith’s study of religion and “academic self-criticism,” there is no reference to the full force of the constraints on “play” laid out in the education writings (1998).


�Contra Segal, who claims that “Smith is not …concerned with the political use of the category” of religion (2005: 1180). See  Smith’s article on the Supreme Court, discussed below (2013: 375-390).


�Though Smith also cites Thomas Kuhn (1970: 15-17), it is Toulmin’s theory of rational enterprises that plays a strategic role in Smith’s thinking about the academy.


�An exquisite example of “unmasking” is the economics “anti-textbook” by Rod Hill and Tony Myatt (2010). I am grateful to Harvey Lyon for calling this book to my attention. The authors insist on the need for both the standard introductory economics textbook, and the second-order task. Their anti-textbook is designed to include the second-order reflection, to unmask as “myth”  notions taught in the typical introductory textbook (p. 1).


 


�I have taken the concept of “democratic self-interpretation” from Jedediah Purdy’s law review article on the politics of climate change (2010: 1194, 1197, 1208, 1209. See also Purdy, 2015). 


�Winnifred Sullivan’s comparison of Smith’s project of “redescription, generalization, and translation” with Edward Levi’s description of legal reasoning invites more detailed attention as a fruitful way of furthering the critical analysis of Smith’s theory of cognitive power, given that Toulmin also cites Levi (Sullivan, 2008:453, n. 7; Toulmin, 1972:89, n. 1, 95). See also the reference to Burton Mack (Note 4 above).


�Smith’s critique, in Drudgery Divine, of apologetic comparative studies of early Christianity, is one kind of exception to this claim. Such studies are second-order theologically, but explicitly regarded as belonging to first-order raw materials from the point of view of academic religious studies. I suggest, however, that he is critiquing them insofar as they occupy a hybrid identity, seeking to fulfil the purposes of two distinct enterprises, the academic and the theological. 


�Contra Robert Segal according to whom the only options Smith considers are that “religion either is a native category or is an ‘imposed’ one” (2005: 1179). Unaccountably, Segal also accuses Smith of having no concern with the political use of the category of religion, despite, for example, the evidence of his article on the Supreme Court to the contrary (Segal, 2005: 1180). He also completely fails to recognize that first-order religious materials become, for Smith, a resource critically informing his theory of the cognitive power of the academy (2005: 1178).


�In one striking instance Smith sides with “the theoretical sophistication” of Pygmies in their attitude toward their most sacred object over against the anthropologist Colin Turnball (Smith, 2004: 111-112).





