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The question about religion

What might it mean to imagine religion as an object of the academy? Is it something wholly other, above and therefore standing in critique – of academic reductionism, for example. Or is it nothing more than a part of other disciplines with no legitimate standing as a discipline? Or does it belong as a legitimate exemplar of the academy’s cognitive purposes? Does that mean turning it into a science? If  so on the basis of what understanding of science? I want to present Jonathan Z. Smith’s answer as offering an alternative epistemology of the academy.  

Smith’s view was first sketched in 1982 in the Introduction to a collection of articles entitled Imagining Religion. Two sentences from that Introduction have become famous: “There is no data for religion. Religion is solely the creation of the scholar’s study.”(Smith 1982, xi; cf. the claim that comparisons occur "within the space of the scholar's mind," not outside, in the data (“Chips,” in Smith, 2014, p. 24). The conclusion drawn from this premise is that “the student of religion must be relentlessly self-conscious. Indeed, this self-consciousness constitutes his primary expertise, his foremost object of study.” Some have interpreted this as advocating the “sovereign theoretical agency” of the individual scholar. But Smith is unequivocal that the individual self-consciousness of the scholar is subject to the corporate self-consciousness of the academy, acting as an agent or representative of the academy.
This is already clear in his unequivocal use of the word “religion” in the singular to refer to a generic category created by the academy for its purposes. “Religion,” as he is using the term, “has no independent existence apart from the academy.” It is a second-order enterprise that is not the same thing as first order religions because it serves a different purpose. 

Smith’s theory of the academy
In other words, Smith’s brief 1982 sketch of the work of the scholar of religion must be placed within the context of his theory of the academy. That theory is articulated in an extensive, explicit body of writings on education. 

Here is a statement of the presuppositions concerning knowledge that ground Smith’s alternative epistemology of the academy: 

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 (“The College Major,” Reprinted in On Teaching Religion, 2013, p. 125). 

The first point I want to call attention to in this statement is the crucial role of words as the medium of world making power, the only means we have for treating the world. 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). 

It is the academy’s “attitude towards words,” that is its distinctive mark, “specifically, its attitude towards the gap between word and world. This gap is the space of the academy, the “playful world of the in-between” where “guessing and valuing finally come together” (2013: 129-131, 134).  The model on which the humanities is finally based, according to Smith is translation. We must attempt translation knowing that our choice of words is never completely adequate (2013: 130). The “adequacy” or “insufficiency” of proposals, hypotheses, and interpretations is ‘relative.” 
The tension, problems, and challenges entailed in society’s world-making cognitive power are what gives rise to the academy. “Education comes to life” 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, which creates the risk of dangerous illusion, of lying. The purpose of the academy, its reason for existence, is to act as exemplar for the responsible exercise of cognitive power. I want to elaborate briefly on what he means by the three key terms: cognitive power, responsibility, and exemplar. 

Cognitive power requires “playful acts of the imagination.” Imagination, says Smith, citing Wallace Stevens, “is the power of the mind over the possibility of things” (2013: 134). It entails “fooling around,” experimentation, laboratory and thought experiments, asking what if questions, trial and error. Its power is the power to create, to invent, to come up with alternatives to what is, variations, new possibilities, what Arendt calls natality. 
In sharp contrast to the play of the imagination is the imperative of consequential, risky choice. One of Smith’s most succinct formulations for liberal education is “teaching choice” (2013:117). Choice is always risky because the gap can never be eliminated entirely. It is consequential in the sense of affecting “the world and ourselves.” It is “ultimately political” (2013:127). “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: 127).

The third feature is judgment, reasoning, argumentation. Another of Smith’s 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, 138). Imagination is reflective. The scholar’s analytic purposes entail “imaginative acts of comparison and generalization.”  The acquisition of the powers and skills of informed judgment, says Smith, “might well stand as the explicit goal of every level of the college curriculum” (2013: 127). 
To summarize, cognitive power entails imagination, consequentiality, and judgment. 

Let me turn to the second point, the condition for distinguishing responsible from irresponsible exercise of cognitive power, for distinguishing between fabrication as building and fabrication as lying, or illusion. Smith’s colleagues took to calling this condition “Smith’s iron law.”

The condition is two-fold. In other words, there are two sides that are inseparable aspects of what makes up a single condition. If either aspect is taken by itself it breaks the condition. 

The first aspect is what I call corporate agency. Each member of the academy shares corporate responsibility for the curricular, intellectual, cognitive whole. An abbreviated formulation is the one that led Smith’s colleagues to start referring to “Smith’s iron law: “a student may not be asked to integrate what the faculty will not (Smith, 2013: 94).  The more complete formulation is this: “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. Italics in the original). The iron law requires consequential corporate choice. The  relationship of the individual’s expertise in self-consciousness to the corporate self-consciousness of the academy, or discipline, is that of a citizen representative. It implies, Smith points out, a politics of reciprocity (2013:143, 145). 

The second aspect is enculturation into insider attitudes towards cognitive power. Enculturation entails owning, as an insider, responsibility for gauging the risky confidence level of cognitive power. The academy stands under the requirement for vigilant, ongoing argumentation, and an ethos of self-testing against self-delusion. Smith’s education writings are in fact an exemplar of this ongoing exercise of what he calls the skills of (corporate) self-consciousness. They represent, I am arguing, an alternative epistemology of the academy.

Public import of the academy
This brings me to the role of the academy as exemplar. Smith has said that the “most fundamental social goal of liberal education [is] the bringing of private percept into public, civil discourse” (2013: 16).  Becoming an insider is for the sake of the outside. 

In an article on the IRS as “America’s primary definer and classifier of religion” and the Supreme Court as “the legally authorized interpreter of religion” Smith makes it clear that the conditions for the responsible exercise of cognitive power in the academy hold equally on the outside in the public space of the court and citizens. The article is an attack on the self-evident assumptions underlying the notion of religion at work in the regulations of the IRS and the opinions of the Court. This brings us back to the Introduction to Imagining Religion which I cited at the beginning. It is precisely an attack on self-evident notions of religion. 

Implications for religion


What, then, are the implications of Smith’s theory of the academy for religion?  First, imagining religion as a second-order object of the academy does not entail privilege over first-order religions. It means different, not privilege. It brings distinctive advantages to be sure, but it also brings disadvantages, limits, and costs. 

In other words, the second implication of Smith’s theory of the academy is that it challenges self-evident notions of rationality in the academy as vigorously as it challenges self-evident notions of religion. 

When Smith identifies himself as having an “intellectualist” understanding of religion he specifies what he means by citing the use of myth by a tribe in New Guinea faced with increasingly disruptive Dutch policies. The disruptions, he suggests, became “an occasion for thought.” They became “a testing of the adequacy and applicability of native categories to new situations and data. As such, it [was] preeminently a rational and rationalizing enterprise, an instance of an experimental method. (Smith, 2014: 18,19).

Finally, imagining religion as an object of the academy brings another outside perspective onto first-order religion which can contribute to its own reimagining in the face of new global challenges.
The last thing I want to say is to bring up a question I have of Smith. What is the place of “the body” in Smith’s theory of a rational enterprise? This is a question which the Alternative Epistemologies workshops and lectures have reinforced and illuminated in invaluable ways. 
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