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not of this lineage). Seen thus, one might say that a religion is an ideo-
logical, practical and symbolic system through which consciousness,
both individual and collective, of belonging to a particular chain of
belief is constituted, maintained, developed and controlled.

This definition raises a number of objections and contains a number
of implications. We shall attempt to respond point by point to these
objections and to develop the implications. But the really fundamental
question is whether or not it is useful. At the risk of labouring the
point, it is not required that the last word be said on religion but that
a working concept be found, which, among other possible uses, en-
ables one to grasp over and above analogies made between traditional
and secular religions what justifies treating their situation and their
tuture within modernity together from a sociological point of view.
Thus viewed, our objective is not only to determine whether the be-
liefs and practices of this or that political or environmental group may
or may not be termed religious, or whether the emotional investment
of football fans or the fervour unleashed at a rock concert may be so
termed. Rather it is to know whether this or that contemporary ex-
pression of Christianity or Judaism or whatever other tradition is re-
garded by society as to do with religion can, in fact, in the light of this
definition, be characterized as religious.

5

Questions about
Tradition

The proposal to apply the term ‘religious’ to the form of believing
whose distinguishing mark is to appeal to the legitimizing authority of
a tradition has been tentatively put forward in various discussions and
research notes.! Understandably, it has often aroused lively comment.
Some of the objections raised merit particular attention, the first con-
cerning the paradox implied by defining religion by reference to tradi-
tion if one sets out to identify the religious products of modernity, the
second concerning the limits of the religious as thus understood. Rather
than move straight to the outcome of a debate which owes much to
the objections raised, it would seem preferable to describe its different
stages, showing how each moved the debate forward and enriched it,
showing too what still remains to be achieved.

Tradition opposed to modernity

Until now, the main argument has been devoted to justifying an ap-
proach to religion which, for all that its essence remains intangible, may
enable one to grasp what is specific in its relation to modernity. Thus it
is not surprising that the first question touches on the paradox, if not
contradiction, implied by proposing a definition of religion which turns
on the concept of tradition, suggesting as it does that religion is wedded
to traditional society, which is more often than not identified as being
opposed to modernity. This would seem to invalidate the original pur-
pose of examining the religious products of modernity.




84 As our Fathers Believed . . .

The question bears on the reasoning adopted, and hence is a funda-
mental one. A common notion, to be found even in some scientific
studies, is that religion is concerned with the past, doomed to lose all
cultural plausibility in the modern world and able only to turn itself to
account in instances of cultural regression, which correspond with the
sporadic reactions against modernity that mark our crisis-prone soci-
ety. One way round this frequently accepted notion, which inhibits
serious analysis of contemporary religious renewal, might be to sever
the notional link between religion and tradition so that the one is no
longer identified with the other. However, we would propose rather
to rearticulate the core relationship between tradition and religion
within modernity. But in order to do so it is necessary to reconsider
how the distinction drawn between so-called traditional and modern
societies has evolved in the way it has.

Such a rehearsal does not imply questioning the view largely ac-
cepted by the social sciences according to which tradition supplies the
structure of premodern societies; it simply means that premodern so-
cieties are unaware of what Maurice Gauchet has called the impera-
tive of change, which characterizes modernity. In premodern societies,
tradition generates continuity, to borrow Georges Balandier’s expres-
sion.

It denotes the relationship with the past and the constraint of the past,
it imposes conformity resulting from a code of meaning, and hence val-
ues which govern individual and collective conduct and are transmitted
from generation to generation. It is a heritage that defines and main-
tains an order, by obliterating the transforming effect of time and by
retaining only the initial core phase from which it draws its legitimacy
and authority. It ordains in every sense of the word.2

In the world of tradition, religion is the code of meaning that estab-
lishes and expresses social continuity. By placing the origin of the world
outside time and by attributing the order of the world to a necessity
beyond society, it erases the chaos represented by reality, at the same
time removing reality from the transforming effect of human control.
It is the unified matrix of believing which “imparts all form and mean-
ing to dwelling in the world and ordering its creatures’. In the fully
developed form it assumes in societies prior to progress, it presents
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gists (0 describe the primil_‘ivc .wn.r!al_ as an in.un_nl)i‘It 'w_orld or to con-
ceive of the absolute domination of religion in primitive society. We
would simply remarlk that Marcel Gauchet puts the fundamental change
initiating the march of humanity at about 3000 BC in Mesopotamia
and Egypt; a march, as he calls it, ‘from an order that is endured to an
order that is increasingly willed’. This dating, in its very lack of preci-
sion, is a way of pushing as far back as possible into human history a
rime when the world of tradition impnsed itself in its pure form. Prob-
ably the only way to interpret Marcel Gauchet here is to take him as
L|Cf’§l1"lllg a representative extreme, to which stands opposed the ex-
treme of pure modernity, characterized by general acu_‘(:ptano:‘c'n.lT ‘re-
sponsibility for an order recognized as proceeding from the individual
will, itself held to pre-exist the tie that binds society together’: on the
one hand, ‘a predisposition to the precedence of the world and the law
of things’; on the other, ‘a predisposition to the precedence of human
beings and their creative activity’.* On the one hand, heteronomous
society, its institution beyond reach and outside its own control; on
the other, autonomous society that recognizes itself as at once self-
created and creative.®

But this conflict of type does not allow for an absolute discontinuity
between so-called traditional and modern societies to be situated em-
pirically. Were this so, it is difficult to sce how the transformation of
cold societies of tradition (themselves far from corresponding to one
model) into warm modern societies could be brought about. The prob-
lem of putting a date to the start of modernity (the Enlightenment? the
Reformation? the twelfth or thirteenth centuries?) further shows that
modern society is equally elusive, as immune to being encompassed in
a single definition as is traditional society. Neither is self-enclosed, the
opposition between them is not absolute. The dynamics of each over-
lap, the one giving precedence to order, the other to movement. Hu-
man life is witness to the gradual predominance of movement over
order, and of human autonomy over heteronomy. But the process does
not completely resolve itself in the destruction and disappearance of
the former world. There is de-structuring and re-structuring, dis-
organization but also re-development and re-employment of elements
deriving from the earlier order in the fluid system of modern society.

Religion, as total expression of the former order in the register of
symbolism and ritual, has become caught in the same dialectic of

(—itself, according to Marcel Gauchet, as the intellectual expression of
| ‘mankind, naked and defenceless in the face of overwhelming nature’,
. and ‘at the same time as a means for the mind, by admitting this to be
| s0, to overcome a situation of extreme destitution’.?

L_ We shall not here join the debate which has induced anthropolo-

change. In choosing a definition that stresses its being anchored in the
world of tradition, it is not thereby excluded from the world of mo-
dernity. Its place there is signalled from the outset, but in the recon-
structed form of tradition within modernity.
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The creative power of tradition

Yet it is clearly only a partial response to the problem raised. To say
that religion has to do with tradition, namely with continuity and con-
formity, in a world dominated by pressure for change effectively de-
nies it any active social or cultural role in modern society. It is thereby
effectively consigned to a function of nostalgic or exotic remembrance,
apart from fulfilling the function of memory and upholding the sur-
vival of tradition in the world of modernity.

This is a serious objection and calls for a dual response: first, to
examine more closely the connection between tradition and social
change; then, to consider whether the dynamic of tradition which is
active and creative in society (always supposing it has been given promi-
nence) still has a role to play in society, perhaps as a force for renewal.

The first point calls for the removal of a common misunderstand-
ing. To say, as does Georges Balandier, that tradition is bound up
with a view of society as continuity and conformity does not mean
that societies in which it plays a vital role are static and impervious to
change. What tradition, and more specifically religion which is its code
of meaning, brings about is a world of collective meanings in which
day-to-day experience that can play havoc with groups or individuals
is related to an immutable, necessary order that pre-exists both indi-
viduals and groups. The world which thus constitutes traditionalism
is characterized, according to Max Weber, by a ‘propensity to accept
the customary round of everyday life in the belief that it constitutes a
norm for action”.” This imaginative force for action implies that the
past can be read as the exclusive source of the present. To experience
the real meaning of being part of a continuing tradition, one can hardly
do better than refer to the book in which Josef Erlich describes in
minute ethnographic detail the celebration of the Sabbath in a Polish
schtetl. Every gesture expressed, every moment passed by the Jewish
family followed through the course of the feast day is invested with a
sense of immemorial continuity in which it is supposed to find its
place.?

And one concludes at once that a definition such as that given in the
Petit Robert dictionary, reducing tradition to ‘ways of thinking, doing
or acting which are inherited from the past’, by wrongly reifying the
dynamic source, ignores the essential, that is to say, the authority at-
tributed to the past to settle the problems of the present. What defines
tradition (while, in fact, it serves present interests) is that it confers
transcendent authority on the past. This transcendence shows itself in
the impossibility of determining its origin. The origin of tradition for

Questions about Tradition 87

ever moves back in the sense that it is fed only from itself. It implies, in
the words of Joseph Moingt, ‘assenting to a past, determination to
prolong it in the present and the future, the act of receiving a sacred,
intangible trust, humble and respectful resolve to repeat something
already said’.’

This means that one cannot, as Edward Shils does,'® make tradition
encompass the whole body of tradita of a society or group, that is to
say, the whole stock of representations, images, theoretical and prac-
tical knowledge, behaviour and attitudes which is inherited, received
from the past. All that constitute tradition in the proper meaning of
the term are the parts of this stock whose value is linked to the conti-
nuity between the past and the present of which they are the evidence
and which on this account are passed on. The invocation of such con-
tinuity may be fairly crude (‘it’s always been done’) or highly formal-
ized, viz. the case of all doctrinal tradition. But in all instances the
invocation is at the source of the way tradition is able to establish
itself as a norm for individuals and groups. Looked at thus, tradition
describes the body of representations, images, theoretical and practi-
cal intelligence, behaviour, attitudes and so on that a group or society
accepts in the name of the necessary continuity between the past and
the present.

Thus what comes from the past is only constituted as tradition inso-
far as anteriority constitutes a title of authority in the present. Whether
the past in question is relatively short or very long is only of secondary
significance. The degree of ancientness confers an extra value on tradi-
tion, but it is not what initially establishes its social authority. What
matters most is that the demonstration of continuity is capable of in-
corporating even the innovations and reinterpretations demanded by
the present. To grasp what this implies, one has to bear in mind that
any tradition develops through the permanent reprocessing of the data
which a group or a society receives from its past. The sifting and the
shaping by means of which this heritage becomes a norm for the present
and future are theoretically carried out by those in the group or soci-
ety who are invested with the power to do so and/or dispose of the
instruments of physical, ideological and symbolic coercion to have
them carried out. The social monopoly of the regulation of tradition is
in fact always threatened by the shattering impact (coup de force) of
the prophet, who claims to redefine the principles by virtue of the
personal revelation that has come to him.!"! More generally, there is a
constant issue of social conflict, through which the political, ideologi-
cal and symbolic equilibrium of group or society disintegrate and are
reconstituted.

The fact that the social mechanisms for regulating reference to
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tradition are part and parcel of the dynamics of social relations whereby
a society creates itself and creates its own history means that tradition
is not simply a repetition of the past in the present. This goes not
merely for modern societies in which the demand for change always
conflicts with the logic of tradition. In all societies where the past as-
serts its authority, and in the spheres of societies that are moving into
modernity where this authority is still dominant, the distinctive mark
of tradition is to actualize the past in the present, to restore to human
lives as they are lived the living memory of an essential core which
gives it existence in the present. As Louis-Marie Chauvet observes, the
concept of tradition cannot be reduced to a ranking of established
fundamental references — sacred texts, immovable ritual and so on -
set for all time (traditionalist tradition). And he points also to ‘the
hermeneutic process by which a community of human beings rereads
its ritual or statutory practices, its own historical narrative or again
the theoretical constructions received from its institutional tradition
(traditionalizing tradition)’.!? ‘

The process of rereading is inseparable from the process of creating
a new relationship with the past, in the light of the present, hence with
the present too. Even in so-called traditional societies, which are pre-
sented as being entirely ruled by the injunctions of tradition and un-
likely to breed disorder, Georges Balandier makes the point that
‘tradition manipulates change but only indirectly plays on the appear-
ance of stability’. Tradition must also adjust to the possibility of disor-
der and the peril of opposition to change, and comes into action here
only if it can truly convey a ‘forcefulness that enables it to adapt and
deal with events and exploit alternative possibilities’."* This insistence
on dissociating tradition from outright conformity or continuity leads
Balandier to distinguish three forms of traditionalism:

Fundamental traditionalism upholds the maintenance of the most deep-
rooted values and models of social and cultural observance; it serves a
state of permanence and what is considered to be a constituent of hu-
man beings and social relations according to the social coding of which
it is both product and preserver. Formal traditionalism, incompatible
with the previous form, makes use of forms that are upheld but changed
in substance; it establishes a continuity of appearances, but serves new
designs; it accompanies movement while maintaining a link with the
past. Pseudo-traditionalism corresponds to a tradition that has been
refashioned; it oceurs in periods of accelerated movement and major
upheaval; it enables a new construction to be put upon change and the
unexpected; it enables them to be tamed by being given a familiar, reas-
suring aspect. It feeds interpretation, assumes continuity and expresses
a dawning disorder. In this sense, it reveals the extent to which the
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work of tradition is not separate from the work of history, and how far
tradition constitutes a stock of symbols and images, and also ways of
appeasing modernity. Tradition may be seen as the text that constitutes
a society, a text according to which the present is interpreted and pro-
cessed. !

It would be more correct to use the term ‘traditional society’ only
where fundamental traditionalism applied. Manifestly, in an unalloyed
form it is an ideal type, as is the wholly religious society of the past
which directly corresponds to it. Ancient societies based on tradition
have all in varying proportions combined these three forms of tradi-
tionalism whose interaction enables change to mesh with continuity.

Religion as folklore

The problem is to know — and this is the second aspect of the question
above — whether the creative dynamic of tradition, which inaugurates
change by invoking continuity, still has relevance in a society where
change is valued for itself, where the principle of continuity is no longer
inviolable and where reference to tradition plays only an ancillary role
in society’s production and legitimization of norms, values and sym-
bols proposed for acceptance and credence by the individual or group.
What is there for religion to do in modern societies except play a sub-
sidiary cultural and symbolic role? Or, to put it more bluntly, is it not
bound to be marginalized as having little real significance except as
folklore?

In 1973, Michel de Certeau opened a broadcast discussion with Jean-
Marie Domenach by asking: ‘Has Christianity transformed itself into
the folklore of current society?’

‘Any discussion which has to do with moral standards in public or
private life’, he remarked with reference to the media,

inevitably brings in an ecclesiastical figure and religious discourse. The
figure and the discourse are no longer there as witnesses to a truth. They
play a theatrical role. They are part of the repertoire of a social commedia
dell’arte. The situation is quite different from what it was only a matter
of years ago, when Christian belief still had solid roots in society. Then
a certain type of discourse was upheld or it was actively resisted. It did
not simply drift as it now does. Christianity defined particular associa-
tions and observances. Now it has become a fragment of culture. Cul-
tural Christianity is no longer connected to the faith of any particular
group.!®
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Michel de Certeau’s remarks throw light on what the term ‘folk-
lore’ may here convey. There is a process of dislocation at work which
affects traditional religions (the discourse of Christianity, in particu-
lar) as a corpus of meaning in very advanced societies. The process is
itself linked to the break-up of communities in which the discourse
acquired consistency in the form of practices and behaviour; and at its
source is the growth of rationalization. By gradually demystifying whole
sections of human reality, rationalism inevitably provoked (and still
provokes) the dislocation of comprehensive systems of meaning, which
in past societies gave sense and coherence to the chaos of experience.
The historic religions were subjected to the full force of the change,
while primary communities which experienced this meaning and co-
herence in common as certainties (in the form of elementary beliefs
that Pierre Bourdieu refers to as states of the body) simply faded away.
The process of secularization implicit in modernity is by now too fa-
miliar to be dwelt on further;'¢ it needs only to be acknowledged that
the marginalization of traditional religions as folklore constitutes one
of the outcomes facing religion in modernity. The dominant religions
can still supply individuals with a unifying ferment from their own
experience, yet they have all but lost the power to inform the organi-
zation of social life, with the exception of those voluntary groups which
depend on individual membership. The transfer of the potential for
meaning vested in the historic religions from society to the individual
has meant that in all advanced societies they have become sources of
cultural heritage revered for their historical significance and their em-
blematic function, but to all intents and purposes poorly mobilized for
the production of collective meaning.

In modern societies which are no longer governed by reference to
tradition, is religion indeed able to create meanings that correspond to
the new problems that are there to be faced? For some writers the
answer is unequivocally no. The German sociologist, Niklas Luhmann,
has recently made use of the concept of resonance, describing the in-
terplay between the system and its environment, in order to examine
whether religion might not be able independently to contribute to the
production of meanings which would enable advanced societies ac-
tively to integrate ecological issues into their own functioning. He pro-
vides a highly developed analysis of why religion is incapable of fulfilling
this role. In his view, no problem relating to the environment and
accommodating the technological, economic and ethical demands of
modern society can be inferred from a religious code, because, for all
the changes it has undergone, it remains fixed in the vision of a tran-
scendental world separate from the real world. At best, religion ‘offers
a language of protest against deforestation, against air and water pol-
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lution, against the nuclear threat or against excessive medicalization’,
when these scourges have reached a certain point of visibility. But
beyond denouncing and admonishing, it is incapable of formulating 2,
truly independent JpprudLh to such problems, because it is slave to an
(mrmoded perception of society. In Luhmann’s words, in the end lcll-
gion ‘has no religion to offer’.'”

Luhmann’s analysis of the inadequacy of religion in producing mean-
ing that corresponds to the new problems facing modern society is
explicitly directed at the official theology of the dominant Christian
churches. But in a wider focus it concerns the inexorable disparity
between a religiously integrated view of the world and the culture of
modernity, a disparity that leads to its marginalization as folklore de-
scribed by Michel de Certeau. Yet the question remains whether there
is any more to say about the situation of religion within modernity,
once one has accepted that the tendency for the dominant religions to
be marginalized to a point where they are no more than picturesque
and parasitic is inescapable.

Historically, modernity’s questioning of the world of tradition uni-
fied by religion has led not merely to the confinement of institutional-
ized religion in a specialized social field. For the very reason of its
having initiated a conflict between the separate field of institutional-
ized religion and other social fields, it has opened the way to novel
applications of the stock of symbols constituted by traditional reli-
gions in the context of aesthetics and culture, of morals and politics
too. The tension between religion and politics, a consequence of their
distinctiveness, has been instrumental in mobilizing religious symbols
for the cause o utopian politics. In the course of several centuries the
memory of religion nurtured by societies which acceded to modernity
provided the chief imaginative source for visions of the coming order,
those of a golden age for instance.'® The imaginative function of the
early Christian community in nineteenth-century utopian socialism,"
and the significance.of messianic.themes from Jew1sh tradition in the
shaping of libertarian ideals in central Europe,” are merely two exam-
ples of the utopian fecundity of the major religious traditions.

The point underlined by Michel de Certeau that religious beliefs

“and practices no longer — or at any rate decreasingly — identify particu-

lar groups perhaps implies the destruction of the creative potential
that religion enjoyed within modernity. Bryan Wilson seems also to be
of this opinion and draws attention to the absence of a utopian dimen-
sion in most of the new religious movements, thus disclaiming their
authenticity as religious movements.

The creative strength of a politico-religious utopia stems from its
being a source of both imaginative and social energy and from its con-

A
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veying a multitude of symbols and values that can be given concrete
collective form. Without its being rooted in society, the utopian mobi-
lization of unfocused religious references is unlikely. But recent devel-
opments show that the social uncoupling of religious beliefs and
practices is reversible; given certain circumstances, these may become
socially reidentified, thus playing an active role in the production of
meaning and in the expression of collective aspiration, with social,
political and cultural consequences. The role of religion in the transi-
tion to democracy in eastern Europe or the importance of the Islamic
reference for young second-generation North African immigrants in
France in search of their identity?! provide two illuminating examples.

The religious productions of modernity: is this concept
meaningful?

But, it will be objected, the last two cases (to which we shall return in
the final section) are not entirely convincing. Certainly they provide
evidence that religion in the modern world is more than just a residual
facet of culture; they show that it can retain or reassume a creative
potential in society, given that it functions as reawakened or invented
memory for actual social groups. But they also suggest that the inabil-
ity of modernity to respond to the aspirations it gives rise to, and to
produce corresponding collective meanings, is what favours the re-
newal of belief linked to the authority of tradition — thus, the collapse
of the promises of socialism and the mirage presented by the promises
of integration. Rather, they lead to the conclusion - reinforced by the
knowledge that religious expression may well be a very transitional
cover for social and political protest which is denied an outlet™ — that
religious activity may, by way of compensation, move into areas that
have been left more or less untouched by modern rationalism. This
consideration alone cannot justify us talking of the religious produc-
tions of modernity any more than can the observation made earlier
that traditional beliefs, in part or in whole, may persist in the modern
world though in altered form — spiritualized, intellectualized and so
on. For the term to be meaningful, it requires more than simply regis-
tering limitations in the modern process of rationalization, or even
recognizing the constant intermingling of the modern demand for
change and the ancestral demand for continuity, even in highly ad-
vanced societies. It requires one to be able to declare that the moder-
nity in question, which ideally is defined by the self-affirmation and
future of the autonomous individual, prompts a need on the part of
both individuals and society to refer to the authority of tradition. Fail-
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ing this, one must reconcile oneself to the fact that the definition of
religion as a form of believing whose distinctive quality is to invoke
the legitimizing authority of tradition is no more than a renewed dem-
onstration that religion is structurally alien to modernity and that it
survives only as a residue of a bygone world. But if one argues, as has
been suggested thus far, that modernity and religion are not mutually
exclusive (hence that religion retains a creative potential within mo-
dernity), one has to accept the paradox that modernity produces what
is of essence contrary to it, namely heteronomy, submission to an or-
der endured, received from outside and not willed.

The proposition may cause some surprise but it is not original. The
anthropologist Louis Dumont is one among others who have argued it
in connection with individualism, itself characteristic of modernity.
‘What is the source of non-individualistic factors or elements?’ he asks.
in Essais sur Pindividualisme.

In the first place, they stem from the permanence or survival of premodern
and more or less general elements, such as the family. But they owe
their source also to the fact that the very development of individualistic
values set off a complex dialectic which, in many spheres, and in some
instances as early as the late eighteenth century, resulted in combina-
tions where they find themselves with their opposites.??

The same dialectic holds for the social and economic sphere. Louis
Dumont has referred to the work of Karl Polanyi, which demonstrates
that economic liberalism led to the need for protective social measures
and finally brought about what may be termed contemporary
postliberalism.?* It holds for the political where, he explains, ‘totali-
tarianism is a dramatic expression of something one constantly comes
across anew in the contemporary world, namely that individualism is
both all-powerful and perpetually haunted by its opposite.’”

We would argue that the dialectic holds too in the case of religion,
where affirmation of the autonomy of the individual which under-
mines the authority of tradition paradoxically rekindles, but in new
forms, the need to have recourse to the assurance this authority im-
parts. Some clarification is needed.

Modernity has not done away with the individual’s or society’s need
to believe. Indeed it has been observed that the uncertainty that flows
from the dynamics of change has made the need stronger, as illus-
trated by the infinite diversity of the demand for meaning, on the part
of both individuals and groups, and the imagination-fed solutions ar-
rived at. In a society in which affirmation of the autonomy — the lib-
erty — of the individual is inseparable from the insistence on
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independence in private life,2¢ the question of meaning that comes tq
the fore in extreme situations — where there is suffering, where there ig
death — is more than likely to receive a subjective, an individual re-
sponse. This tendency towards the individualization and atomization
of belief has often been stressed, but that it inevitably encounters 3
limit has been less often remarked on. This is not simply the effect of
sociocultural circumstances that externally demarcate the area of what
the philosopher Paul Ricoeur has called the available scope for belief
(le disponible croyable) at any one time. It also marks an internal limj-
tation to the process of producing meaning: in order for meaning to
have an effect, there must be at a given point the collective effect of
meaning shared; meaning that is individually constructed must be at-
tested by others, it must be given social confirmation.

In premodern society, the need for meaning to receive social confir-
mation did not arise, except for the bearer of charisma, who was con-
stantly obliged to furnish the confirmation (normally in the form of
prodigies, according to Weber) necessary in order to obtain recogni-
tion on the part of followers and justify the breach of commonly ac-
cepted norms and certainties.?” But ordinarily such confirmation was
implicit in conforming with the code of meaning received from the
past and binding on all through a system of stable norms. In more
differentiated societies where the emergence of the state had broken
this immutable religious order by giving an institutional framework to
social order, primary communities — family or locality — for a long
time continued to fulfil the function of confirmation in the sphere of
meaning, in spite of increasing competition from dominant ideologi-
cal systems, such as churches, schools or political parties, vying for
monopoly in the production of meaning.

In the more advanced modern societies which are subject to the
psychological modernity described by Jean Baudrillard, where the in-
dividual rules with ‘the autonomy of his or her individual conscience,
psychology, personal conflicts, private interests, of his or her uncon-
scious even’,?® social confirmation of meaning tends increasingly to be
entrusted to a diversified network of affinity groups, where the shar-
ing of meaning is a matter of private initiative. The significance of
community expectations and experiments in societies where individu-
alization has been taken to the greatest lengths is often presented as
expressing a reactive protest against modernization and occasionally
as a disturbing rejection of the universal values of modernity. A return
to tribal reflexes is called to mind as a worrying sign of social and
cultural Tregression to be set against the individual’s conquest of au-
tonomy and the noble heritage of the Enlightenment.

Such a reading of contemporary community practices as a protest
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against modernity is to a c(msid‘er:l [‘)lt‘ extent legitimare, \-’\.fil'l'l_ l‘!'lf' res-
ervation however that the motivation here comes from individuals,
not from any external force. Such practices and the aspirations in-
forming them underline the growing importance of relationships based
on affinity in the production of meaning, inasmuch as such meaning is
no longer externally imposed, that is as both a corpus of meaning and
as a system of norms.

The consequences of high mobility and the remoteness of social re-
lations which characterize modernity are now intensified by the col-
lapse of the dominant ideological systems which claimed to embody
meaning for society as a whole, these being undermined by the unend-
ing acceleration of social change and their own inability to have a
positive impact on it. In highly complex societies where there is no
sense of permanence or certainty, the production of collective mean-
ing and the social authentication of individual meaning are a matter
for voluntary communities. The community stands in opposition to
urban industrial society but comes into its own once again in societies
of mass communication where individualism is triumphant, because it
nurtures fundamental social relations. The demands of French lycéens
in 1990 that their schools should be living communities, and the gangs
of youths in suburban ghettos, can be taken as representative of two
socially differentiated methods of articulating one and the same urge
to put an end to atomization by communal action; the corollary of the
difference, of course, being that in the one case official recognition
follows virtually automatically, while in the other for its full expres-
sion it requires recourse to violence. But what is at issue in both in-
stances is the need to stand up to a dearth of collective meanings which
precludes individuals giving or attaching coherent meaning to their
existence otherwise than by endowing the groups to which they relate
with extraordinary symbolic or emotive force.

Gilles Lipovetsky, in L’Ere du vide, has remarked upon the scale of
what he calls the relational craze. He links the proliferation of
situational networks and the multiplication of collectives with mini-
aturized, hyperspecialized interests to a generalized outbreak of nar-
cissism which feeds the ‘desire to get together with people who share
the same immediate and clearly demarcated interests’. “The ultimate
form of individualism’, he writes,

does not reside in sovereign asocial independence, but in link-ups and |
connections with collectives with miniaturized, hyperspecialized inter-
ests — groups bringing together widowers, parents with homosexual
children, alcoholics, stutterers, lesbian mothers, bulimia sufferers, and
so on. Narcissus needs to be found a new place among the integrated
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circunits and networks. Microgroups in their solidarity, voluntary move-
ments and support groups, situational networks confirm a trend in nar-
cissism, they do not contradict it ... Narcissism is not distinguished
just by self-absorbed hedonism, but equally by the need to link up with
individuals who are ‘identical’, so as to be more effective certainly and
to campaign for new rights, but also for self-liberation, to resolve per-
sonal problems by articulating them through contact with others and
shared experience.?’

And the purpose of such support groups is precisely that they provide
a forum for saying: ‘Your problem is my problem; the answer you come
. up with is 7y answer too.” The more painful or complex the problem,
i~ the miore it involves extreme situations, the more vital the exchange.
Sickness, calamity, failure, death — once such scourges are no longer
resigned to as an inevitable part of human life — are necessarily seen as
appalling injustices and reversals to self-realization. In doing away with
the fatalism that distinguished traditional societies, modernism has re-
leased a huge creative potential within individuals and society, while at
the same time rendering individuals vulnerable to the sense of their own
limitations, which may be acute in periods of instability. At such times
resources that offer mutual comfort and support constitute the only
antidote to the often unbearable sense of isolation of having to stand on
one’s own. They constitute an elementary form of what we have pointed
to as a form of social recognition of individual meaning.

Moreover, it has been observed that, alongside or in combination
with the tendency for like to associate with like, one of the main-
springs of this recognition is reference to a common lineage, and one
which is the more effective as and when social solidarity weakens. The
appeal to tradition and explicit reference to the continuity and author-
ity of a shared past frequently accounts for the way voluntary groups
are set up and are able to endure; and it affords a source of compensa-
tion for the looseness of current social ties. Nor is it necessary for this
sense of continuity to be historically verified. It may be purely imagi-
nary, so long as its recall is strong enough to allow identification to
build and preserve the social bond in question. Loyalty to the tradi-
tions of the Republic or of the Church, the proclamation of continued
attachment to ancestral values, the declared intention to return to the
authenticity of a past that is lost or deformed, serve to validate mean-
ing bestowed on the present or on plans for the future.

It is in places where an imagined reference to tradition, which re-
emerges from modernity itself, encounters modern expressions of the
need to believe — linked to the endemic uncertainty of a society facing
constant change — that the religious productions of modernity come
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into being. We shall take a closer look at this later on. For the mo-
ment, in reply to the question ptlise%l, |tlol'1ly needs to be Si'l'ld rh:'lt the
modern domain of re!:gmus ht’.‘i]t‘\ﬂ%‘lg is in no sense a residue in the
world of modernity of a world that is obsolete. It has its source in t_he
rationale of modernity, in the very movement by which modernity
yndermines the traditional foundations of institutionalized belief.

Back to the question of definition
The insistence on the process whereby religious belief is based on ap-

peal to a line of witnesses (for all that the line may be dreamt up) again
raises the question of the limits of religion. One of the aims of the task

~of definition carried out so far has been to maintain a clear distance

from inclusive approaches to religion which are inclined to dissolve it
into the totality of ultimate meanings. But would not making tradition
the fulcrum of religious believing in the end produce the same result
by incorporating anything society claims to be a heritage from the
past into the sphere of religion? _

It would certainly be a misunderstanding to conclude from what
has just been argued that whatever has been socially transmitted must
be included in the concept of religion. The definition we are proposing
is much more precise, given that its three elements are closely adhered
to — the expression of believing, the memory of continuity, and th‘t:
legitimizing reference to an authorized version of such memory, t_hat is
to say to a tradition. In modern society, freed from the constraint of

continuity which is characteristic of so-called traditional societies, tra--

dition no longer constitutes an order constricting the life of the indi-
vidual and society. Hence it no longer represents the unique matrix of
expressions of believing that result from the uncertainties of living,
which themselves are as characteristic of the human condition now as
they were when human beings were defenceless and nature was hostile
and mysterious. Hence there is no automatic overlapping of the frag-
mented world of believing and the equally fragmented world of tradi-
tion. This point need hardly be dwelt on further. On the other hand,
before putting the proposed definition of religion to the test, two fur-
ther implications must be considered.

The first implication can be expressed as follows: everything in
modernity that has to do with tradition is not necessarily an in‘tegral.
part of believing, and therefore does not necessarily fall within the
sphere of religion. Thus, for instance, all the know-how and expertise
acquired through experience is vindicated because it stands the test of
time. This is best illustrated by an example. Makers of string instru-

]
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ments who continue to apply ancestral techniques of treating wood do
what they do, not in the name of a belief but of a practice that has
been verified, that of the special quality these time-honoured methods
bring to the sound of the instrument. Upholding the tradition is not
valued in itself, or if it is, only secondarily, as is the special sense of
complicity created between members of a guild who possess a secret in
common, or else as is the cultural heritage such knowledge represents,
and which is worth while preserving along with other equally esoteric
knowledge. But what above all counts is the result obtained, in the
absence of proof that more modern techniques are capable of produc-
ing at least comparable results. There is no occasion here for adding to
the vast assortment of so-called implicit religions the case of the in-
strument-maker who says of himself: ‘I’ve tried other ways, but this
way has not been bettered.” Etienne Vatelot, with a world reputation
as a string instrument-maker, shows no sign of an inclination to de-
velop string instrument-making into a religious practice. Questioned
recently about the mystery of the varnishes used by Stradivari, he had
this to say:

What secret? The varnish used by Stradivari was produced by a Cremona
apothecary, proof of which is that all the varnishes used by string in-
strument-makers in Cremona have the same quality. If you go to Na-
ples, they are quite different, the reason being that the humidity of the
air is different; with the result that a violin needed the protection of
harder varnishes. In Venice too, yow’ll find a more or less similar var-
nish used by all string instrument-makers, but different again from the
one used in the other cities.*

The advice Vatelot is giving to young string instrument-makers is
not to rediscover and copy the lost secret of the Stradivarius, but to
perfect new products so that they can be as effective as possible in
protecting and enhancing violins. The past does not furnish a model
for reproduction, which as such would be unsurpassable. It merely
affords proof that it is possible to achieve success with the means avail-
able at any given moment, and that is quite a different thing.

On the other hand, once the act of conforming to a recognized lin-
eage becomes a passionately felt obligation and finds concrete expres-
sion in observance as a believer, the possibility arises that one is dealing
with religion. Thus one would need to look closely at the case of a
string instrument-maker who might say: ‘For me this method is spe-
cial because, when Lapply it, I take on the gestures and even the spirit
that enabled Stradivari or Guarneri or Amati to give life to violins
whose perfection has never been equalled.” Confirming or denying the
religious nature of whatever traditional practice can only come from a
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highly refined en‘lpiriml cxp]nration of cgch case to csml?lish whgrhcr
it shows signs of ldcal-r}"pically r:mlmdymg religion. It is very likely
chat such an approach will only exceptionally prudpqe a clear answer,
so in most cases leaving one (o conclude that religious features are
there in a more or less marked degree. (I]ear_ly, an ;1ppr’oach which
consists in measuring the religious ingredien_f in terms nf.lrs’ ch_zgrce (.}f
conformity to an ideal type removes us decisively from classifying rel;—
gion into what is implicit or analogical on the one hand, and thl‘t is
fully religious on the other, according to the substance of the beliefs
conveyed. '

The second implication can be put in the following way. Anything
in our society which relates to believing does not necessarily relate to
rradition, and hence cannot be attributed to what is implicitly or po-
tentially religious. Qne.can believe in. progress, in science, in reyolu-
tion, in a better tomorrow or in impending disaster. In each of these
cases (and in that of any other referents), the work of the imagination
can merge with the task of projection in extrapolating on the basis of
known and established facts or of analysing change that has occurred
or is currently occurring. But the evidence of past historical experience
serves to justify rational projection of the future, it does not consti-
tute, in principle at least, the invoking of a tradition that is validated
by its own continuity. .

The scientist who believes in the science he practises certainly recog-
nizes himself as continuing a line. He sees himself as heir to Galileo,
Newton, Pasteur, Einstein and so on, the heroic figures of modern
science. But, aside from a mythological anomaly which would take
him outside the sphere of scienge, it is not his belonging to this lineage
that justifies his conviction that he will obtain a result; rather it is the
proven certainty of the efficacy of the experimental and control meth-
ods which are those of his discipline and which enable him to innovate
and to invent, just as they enabled his predecessors to do in the course
of making their own discoveries. It could indeed be shown that belief
in the inherent value of scientific method has sometimes been taken to
the point of making it the condition of the authenticity of any dis-
course or action. This scientism which triumphed in the second half of
the nineteenth century, in the writing of Ernest Renan and Marcellin
Berthelot and others, has acquired in our own time, with someone like
Jacques Monod, a new — but no less lyrical - formulation of the dream
of scientific method reaching into all aspects of human behaviour and
conditions.*

The unrestricted validity of the model of scientific knowledge has
sometimes been presented as conferring a sacred quality on science,
whereby scientism is equated with religion. We have already given our
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opinion about a too great readiness to establish correspondence be-
tween processes of conferring sanctity and processes of constituting q
religion. It need only be remarked here that the scientist’s recognition
of what he owes to his predecessors and the will to preserve the memory
of their work, as a legacy that js precious and valuable for his own
endeavour, cannot constitute ends in themselves, If they did, and only
then, could one speak of science having a religious extension (in which
case we should be outside the sphere of science). But the scientific
attitude in fact imposes the need to go beyond the kind of fidelity to
forerunners that is self-justifying, It implies the need at any moment to
break such fidelity should it contradict the rationality which is proper
to the scientific process.

According to Gaston Bachelard, scientific thought requires constant
conversion which calls into question the very principles of knowledge.
The dynamic nature of scientific knowledge, which even so implies
belief in the values and potential of knowledge as such, is at bottom
radically incompatible with the need to put an exclusive value on tra-
dition, even on intellectual tradition. One knows the extent to which
the inertia of the academic attitude in science has in the past worked -
and can still work — against this dynamic. One knows also what estab-
lished interests can, knowingly or unk nowingly, be served by the reli-
gious anomaly of paying the respect due to the recognized authorities
in science. Yet there are no grounds for applying the term ‘religious’ to
the aspect of believing which attaches itself uncompromisingly to the
exercise of scientific activity, inasmuch as it invariably looks beyond
the present state of knowledge. The modern differentiation of social
fields and institutions, each of which functions according to its own
set of rules, also produces a differentiation in ways of believing proper
to each of the fields, and in particular the ways in which, within such
believing, the imaginary link with the past and projection into the
future are joined. In our view, religion is only one of the figures in this
pluralized world of believing, a figure characterized by the legitimiz-
ing exclusiveness of reference to tradition.

6

From Religions to the
Religious

Any human activity, whatever it may be, calls for and gives rise to
believing. Thus far, the course of our argument suggests that every
activity secretes the particular form of believing it needs, just as every
activity requires memory and imagination to be I:n‘()hlllzed. f(_}r its own
development. From this standpoint, what is spe_c:hc to religious acriy-
ity is that it is wholly directed to the procluctmn? management and
distribution of the particular form of believing Wl'!lCl."l draws its legiti-
macy from reference to a tradition. But such specmll‘zed’ bel_ie\ring, it-
self the result of the modern differentiation between institutions, does
not mean that every sphere of activity a_p_pmpl'i:!tafs only one type of
believing, It merely implies that a given social activity generates 3 par-
ticular, dominant, mode of believing. It does not however ryle out
that different modes of believing can coexist and even prosper in any
one of the sectors from which they should, by rights, be banned on
account of this very institutional specialization.

The instance of the religion of science, referred to above, shows the
fluidity of believing, which may transcend the effects of mnstitutional
differentiation. Hence the concept of religion we have adopted may be
said to present a practical interest to the extent that it constitutes an
instrument with which ro identify manifestations of religious believing
in any social context whatever. To illustrarg this statement and to give
greater substance to the analytical method it spawns, it is Iworrh paus-
ing to consider an example from the woﬂd of sport \thh we have
already touched upon. What we should. like to know is whether.the
approach we have chosen allows us to dispose of the problems raised
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of disintegration and one of reintegration through reference to the
continuity of a line of belief. This reintegration itself implies renewed
forms of mobilizing and inventing a common memory, from symbolic
material taken from the traditional stock of historical religions, but
equally from the resources offered by profane history and culture, which
are themselves reprocessed in accordance with the social and political
interests they serve.

To return to the case of Poland, which again serves well as a model
here, Patrick Michel points out revealingly that the equation linking
Polish and Catholic is of relatively recent origin and came into its own
only by way of the political exploitation of Catholic references that
occurred in the context of Sovietization. At the same time, he shows
how Catholic practice, by instilling an awareness (through images,
ritual and pilgrimages) of Poland’s rootedness in a past which enables
a future to be conceived, laid the foundation, where there were no
other symbolic resources available, for a religion of patriotism, giving
the word ‘religion’ its full sense.*

Thus the ethno-religious element (re)constitutes itself and develops
in modern societies to a point at which the contracting membership of
traditional religions intersects with the various attempts to invent or
reinvent an imaginative hold on continuity, whereby a group or a so-
ciety discovers new reasons for belief in its own permanence, over and
beyond the perils that threaten its existence (as in the case of the Bal-
kan states or Northern Ireland) or over and beyond the atomization
that constitutes a multiple threat to its own cohesion (which is more a
feature in the west). Insofar as it has become possible to ‘believe with-
out belonging’ (to borrow Grace Davie’s admirable formula for char-
acterizing the post-religious attitude in Britain,” and which looks set
to become the prevailing attitude), it has also become possible to ‘be-
long without believing’, or more precisely while believing only in the
continuity of the group for which the signs preserved from the tradi-
tional religion now serve as emblems — a shift in the nature of religion
which fails to protect society from some form of return to religious
wars, rather the reverse.

Conclusion: Post-
traditional Society and
the Future of Religious

Institutions

Thus far, the emphasis has been on change and fragmentation. Fluid-
ity and mobility are the keywords in modern religion, which finds
itself in a world that is pluralistic through and through;! and the meta-
phor used ad nauseam to describe the pattern which religion has as-
sumed in this context is that of a symbolic market, a metaphor originally
and tentatively proposed in a classic article by Berger and Luckmann.2
What was simply put forward suggestively as a means of invigorating
the soc1qlugic;1i imagination has been turned into an all-embracing
assumption, with attempts being made to regulate the trading of sym-
bols, which no system of meaning can any longer claim to control on
its own, with the help of concepts taken from economic theory.?

. The effect is to produce a model which is mechanistic and conven-
ient, and which ascribes to religious institutions unequivocal strate-
gies of symbolic marketing. This is taken to somewhat absurd lengths
1n_the attempt by Lawrence Iannaccone, the Californian rel igious econo-
mist, to apply theories of rational choice to the analysis of personal
piety, on the basis of the notion that individuals assess the benefits of
choice in religion just as they do with any other choice they make.* For
Berger and Luckmann, the metaphor of the symbolic market was in
no sense meant to imply that the production and consumption of reli-

e |
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gious signs relate literally to highly problematic laws governing the
production and consumption of goods and services. Their notion, as
developed by Peter Berger, is that in modern society religious adher-
ence has become purely a concern of the individual who incurs no
sanction should he or she keep it at a distance, decide to change, or
resolve to do without it altogether.?

This ‘availability’ of individual believers for a long while pushed up
competitiveness between the dominant purveyors of meaning (estab-
lished religions, political ideologies, scientistic fantasies in a world
wholly rational, and so on), whose diversity has been a feature of the
course taken by modernity. The current radicalization of modernity,
which probably played itself out in the collapse of the last polarization
of meaning systems represented by the east-west divide,® is demon-
strated by a general uncertainty regarding all references, itself an ex-
pression of the mistrust felt for the dominant traditions and their claim
to permanence and stability. Some see this process as the social con-
summation of what Nietzsche long ago forecast as the era of nihilism,
in which all values lose their value, since they obtain no further than
does the power of assertion that proclaims them.

Without touching on the properly philosophical side of the debate,
one need only observe that, sociologically speaking, our late twenti-
eth-century generation, the first post-traditional generation, is the first
one to find itself in a situation of structural uncertainty symptomized
by the mobility, reversibility and transferability of all markers. The
situation is one that does not even allow of a compensating recourse
to belief in the continuity of a world whose complexity fails to draw
out a modern version of belief in progress and a positive future for
humanity, beyond crisis and cataclysm. The final collapse of the world
of tradition has to be confronted without the eschatological predic-
tions on offer from either traditional or so-called secular religions.

The break between the rule of tradition and that of modernity has
occurred.at the (clearly ideal) poirt at which evidence of confinuity
has become transformed into a vision of change represented as progress.
The present transformation of modernity is taking place at the (equally
ideal) point at which the dynamic representation of continuity whereby
tradition could be given a utopian reconstruction has itself disinte-
grated. Does this mean that we are entering the phase that is some-
times called postmodernity? In the sense which Alain Touraine gives
to the term, postmodernity is characterized by the ‘complete dissocia-
tion of instrumental rationality which has now become a strategy in
mobile markets and communities locked in their distinctness’. It cor-
responds to ‘the dissociation of economic strategies and of the con-
struction of a form of society, culture and personality’, in a world in
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which the conditions for economic growth, political liberty and indi-
vidual happiness no longer appear analogous and interdependent.” The
process of dissociation is a logical development of modernity itself;
and Alain Touraine scrutinizes the different variants — hyper-modern-
ism in Daniel Bell, anti-modernism in Baudrillard or Lipovetsky, cul-
tural environmentalism in opposition to the universalism of the
modernist ideology or other attempts to refute the claims of moder-
nity to represent the fictitious unity of a world ruled entirely by the
market — variants of a post-historicism that in several ways acknow-
ledges the elimination of the individual rationally engaged in creating
a society.

Postmodernisms assume charge of this essential reshaping of the
relationship between human beings and society which is a consequence
of humanity being immersed in a world of signs and language that
lacks historical depth, in which ‘everything fragments, from individual
personality to life in society.” Touraine’s purpose is to look beyond the
success of the postmodernist critique in a search for a new definition
of modernity which recognizes the relative autonomy of society and
actors and sets a distance between itself and both neo-liberalism ‘which
describes a society reduced to being a market with no actors’ and a
postmodernism ‘which calls to mind actors without a system, enclosed
in their imagination and their memories’.?

Thus he is led to address the notion of postmodernity itself, aside
from the many and frequently ambiguous meanings attributed to it.
These ambiguities are of little concern to us here and we would recom-
mend concentrating on the notion of high modernity used by Anthony
Giddens to denote the omnipresence of risk (hence of uncertainty) pe-
culiar to modern societies. Giddens sees the massive exposure to risk
as the result of globalization which places the everyday life of each
individual at the mercy of upheavals affecting society on a planetary
scale.” Deprived of the security of stable communities which supplied
evidence of a code of meaning that was fixed once and for all, de-
prived too of the great universalist visions imparted by modernist ide-
ologies, individuals are adrift in a universe without fixed bearings.
Their world is no longer one they can construct together. Self-fulfil-
ment is now the chief aim, the subjective unification of fragmented
experience that corresponds to different sectors of activity and differ-
ent social relations. Given such a context, the deliberate choice of in-
voking the authority of a tradition, by becoming incorporated into a
continuing lineage, constitutes one possible, post-traditional way of
constructing self-identity among others, all of which call upon an indi-
vidual’s affectivity and are fed on his or her search for community,
and his or her memories and longings.
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Post-traditional religion and the institution of the
religious

The very dissemination of ways in which individuals attempt to recon-
struct meaning for themselves, through reflecting on the diversity of
experience they have undergone in a kind of perpetual present, is at
the source of the explosion of the religious in the context of high mo-
dernity. Any such experiences, emotional, aesthetic, intellectual or of
whatever sort, can act as a fulcrum for the su bjective reconstruction of
meaning, by providing a hold for the imaginative (re)constitution of a
chain of belief. The act of acquiring religious coherence may be abso-
lute and afford an organizing principle for an individual’s entire life; it
may be partial and combine with other forms of imposing meaning on
subjective experience. However that may be, the religious reference to
a chain of belief affords the means of symbolically resolving the loss of
meaning that follows from heightened tension between the unrestrained
globalization of social phenomena and the extreme fragmentation of
individual experience. '

The rise of the religious does not necessarily give rise to religion.
For that to be the case, it would require reference to tradition to be
capable of generating social links. In other words, it would require
assembly of the minimum conditions for a collective validation of
meaning necessary for a community of believers to be able to establish
itself, in the dual form of a tangible social group — whose organization
may range from very informal to very formal - and an imaginary lin-
cage, both past and future. Inasmuch as there no longer is any broad
spontaneous evidence of temporal and spatial continuity experienced
within the family, at work, in a neighbourhood or a denominational
gathering, such a pattern has to come from commitment on the part of
individuals who acknowledge their membership of a genuine spiritual
community.

This helps in understanding why the sect, entry to which is invari-
ably through conversion, that is to say personal choice, constitutes a
form of religious association presenting, ideal-typically, more a ffinity
with current features of cultural modernity than do church-type groups,
which nevertheless apply themselves, according to classic Troeltschian
typology and unlike sects, to seeking a compromise with cultural mo-
dernity. It has often been observed that the forms of religious renewal
which occur within the major churches favour the acclimatization of
sect-type features (personal commitment, emotional intensity, egali-
tarianism, closed community and so on) within church-type systems.
In standard approaches to analysing routinization within religious in-

. I T——————————  SGUE ¢

The Future of Religious Institutions 167

stitutions, the sectarian dynamics of renewal is often linked to the
radicalism of beginnings, a radicalism destined in the medium term to
become subdued, to be ‘ecclesiasticized’.!®

If this perspective presents some interest, it nevertheless skirts the
essential — namely, the eminently modernizing function of the sectar-
ian argument itself and its renewed applicability to cultural plural-
ism.'"! Thus, just as it dissolves, as does its opposite, all religious systems
built on the heteronomous authority of a tradition, modernity, like its
counterpart, gives rise to the possibility of post-traditional religion.
Such a religion, instead of making individual obligation ensue from its
assumed generation within a tradition, defers recognition of a tradi-
tion’s power of generation to the effectiveness of individual commit-
ment.

In modernity, being religious is not so much knowing oneself begot-
ten as willing oneself so to be. This fundamental reworking of the
relationship with tradition which characterizes modern religious be-
lieving opens up theoretically limitless possibilities for inventing, patch-
ing together and playing with systems of meaning that are capable of
‘establishing tradition’. But only theoretically, for history and socio-
cultural determination impose limits on what can be believed, con-
ceived of and imagined and, further to these limits, context itself is
restrictive. This is well illustrated in the studies made by Roland
Campiche of the case of Switzerland.!? Yet in spite of there being ef-
fective limits to a self-assembling construction of belief, the transfor-
mation in the relationship to tradition does not simply mean that no
particular tradition can any longer claim a monopoly of meaning. It
affects, at its very source, the institution of the religious, by way of the
institution of believing. What is called into question today - and prob-
ably irreversibly — is the possibility of an authoritative system being
able to impose itself in society, of its being in a position, while vouch-
ing for the truth of this or that body of belief, to exercise exclusive
control over its proclamation (by selected representatives) as well as
over what is proclaimed (by sifting, standardizing and grading the
authorized content) of such a body of belief."

Beyond secularization, de-institutionalization

This last proposition, as I see it, implies that the discussion on
secularization — to what extent are modern societies secularized socie-
ties? Is secularization irreversible? — is now superseded. The real de-
bate, and the real issue for a sociology of the major religions, relates to
the consequences for the traditional institutions of religion of the radi-
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cal de-institutionalization of the religious. For the problem they face is
not primarily the management of their fairly discordant relationship
with a secular environment which tends to ma rginalize their influence,
still less that of knowing whether their loss of influence is the result of
eagerness or reluctance to make concessions to modern culture. There
is indeed something desperate in the contradictory self-criticism shown
by Christian institutions, Catholic and liberal Protestant alike, in the
face of the mounting indifference surrounding them, and in their re-
proaching themselves both with ‘ca rrying their compromise with
worldly attitudes too far’ and with ‘being unable to talk the language
of today’. The real problem that concerns the future — perhaps the
survival - of traditional religious institutions has to do with their abil-
ity, as an essential part of their function and a mark of their ered ibility
in_the world of high modernity, to give serious attention to the flexible
nature of believing as it affects them, and which must.oblige them to
come to terms with the dynamics of the propagating and reprocessing
of religious signs, itself a negation of the traditional mode of adminis.
tering authorized memory.

How cari religious institutions, with their prime purpose of preserv-
ing and transmitting a tradition, reform their own system of authority
— essential for the continuity of a line of belief — when the tradition is
thought of, even by believers, not as a sacred trust, but as an ethico-
cultural heritage, a fund of memory and a reservoir of signs at the
disposal of individuals? All religious institutions, whatever the theo-
logical notions of the religious authority they deploy, are faced with
this question. Their problem, in every single case, is not primarily the
cultural risk to the symbolic heritage in their possession: the point has
already been made that in an uncertain world this constituted 2 singu-
larly potent attraction. The problem is the possibility open to them of
dispensing the true memory that can be used ag a weapon against be-
lievers for whom the subjective truth of their own line of belief is pri-
mary.

This shift in the repository of the truth of belief from the institution
to the believer does not only concern those who assemble their beliefs
(‘Tm religious in my own way’), or those who allow the possibility, if
not the probability, of their believing (‘I believe in.samething, but P'm
not quite sure what’), both of whom surveys show to be on the in-
crease, particularly in the younger generations, where relativism counts
for more." The trend towards a metaphor-fed subjectivizing of the
contents of belief and the separation of belicf and practice, the crisis
facing the notion of religious obligation, the shift in the importance of
observance in relation to the institutional norm defining the terms of
authorized recall and so on, are merely the most readily available and
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ssable symptoms of the disintegratign of a!l religiqus systems of
assf f. But the same current affects certain neo-integralist movements
beclzt.holic or Protestant charismatic movements in the ﬁrsct1 plgc.en—
which are not necessarily to be counted as part of t}llle demct>. eerrlrE:; ng
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i i ‘the whole of religion in e w
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religion in the whole of my life’). It goes some waly towar Sberpof ning
the mystery, as it is sometimes seen, of the‘very arlgg nu.mnS s
viduals with high scientific and technolqglcal gualll catio Gty
long to renewal movements which promise thelr followers a p
rehabilitation in religion of their persongl existence. ) .
But these believers for whom e\(erythm(;g ltsh?) Ss;%;hl())e;r (?Eess Spa .
s to religious institutions as do e W a
f?i?}l,egigbi{c?rfr;rm of bgelief. In both cases the i.nstltutlon’s caé)jcbtll;tf:}; ltl(;
control, or at least regulate, meaning, in this instance a pro
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individual and of the community, is in some degree at least called into
question.' In both cases, such questioning is a function of the asser-
tion of the primacy of the individual and of his or her ex perience over
institutionally controlled conformity with the norms of belief implicit
in the lineage. In both cases, religious experience is compatible with
full and entire participation in this or that branch of secular culture;
either because its scope is strictly limited to what s private and inti-
mate, or because its domain is that of ‘another reading’, a purely spir-
itual and subjective reading, of the reality of the world.

The point needs to be made once again that Christianity — unlike
Judaism or Islam, both of which attach more emphasis to the fulfi]-
ment of observances as a criterion of religious belief!s — has itself fa-
cilitated the destabilizing of the essential structure of the religious,
constituted by reference to an authorized memory, by giving the be-
liever’s personal faith, ‘in spirit and in truth’, pride of place. The mod-
ern de-institutionalization of the religious which reaches its culmination
in the cultural world of h igh modernity s, in part at least, an offshoot
of the Christian subjectivization of religious experience,

But pointing to this vulnerability in the Christian religion, irself a
source of support for a theology advocating the coming of Christian-
ity without religion, in no way implies that the other traditional reli-
gions can avoid a fundamental reworking of the relationship with
tradition which is the peculiar feature of religious modernity. In the
Jewish context, the development of movements embodying a return to
tradition conforms, somewhat paradoxically but surely, to the general
mood of destabilizing the institution of the religious, which displays
innovative ways of redirecting a tradition that has been turned into a
toolbox of symbols. This is well illustrated in Herbert Danzger’s study
of the Ba’alei T’shuva in the United States, in which young people of

Jewish extraction began in the 19705 to make a total commitment not
to a reformed or conservative doctrine of Judaism but to the most
anti-modern orthodoxy.'” Danzger shows how broad the divide is be-
tween these returnees and earlier instances of return to Jewish absery-
ance. Judaism in North America has long witnessed cases of young
Jews, who generally for very personal reasons of wishing to assume
their identity, return to the tradition of their forebears. The Talmud
Torah and the congregational schools had, with them in mind and
after negotiating a settlement with American educational ay thorities,
already set up a system of remedial classes designed to meet the needs
of those who had, and expressly felt, a lack of background in Jewish
culture. In the 1970s these classes were swa mped by new candidates,
most often from a counter-culture, who were looking to an integral
form of Judaism, removed from the slightest compromise with the
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recognized as having the exclusive power o regulate religious obsery-
ance. This would further justify sociologists of Protestantism in again
pointing to the difference wih churches which arew out of the Refor-
mation and which do not conform to the “ritya] institutional mode/’,
identified by Jean-Paul Willaime as being one of the three ideal-typical
models for regulation in religious institutions, '
In the case of this last model, best exemplified by Catholicism, the
institution itself is the repository of truth, With je hierarchical strye-
ture directly threatened by the recognition that the growing number of
NEW communities it jg harlmuring closely matches the tendency for
belief to become individualized, it hag reacted energetically by reaf-
firming the centrality of the doctring] authority of Rome. Thus it js
committed to normalizing the references offered not just to the faith-
ful but to all humanity. This js borne out by the recent publication of
a universal catechism whose aim is both to reassert the articles of he-
lief in a unified form and to impose restrictions on conduct admissible
In every area of life, for believers and for the whole of humanity as
well. In an uncertain world, whose socially and psychologically de-
structive features it neyer tires of dwelling upon, the Catholic Church
strives to offer recourse ro a stable system of clear references,

But there is a contradiction in that s offer of meaning s only cred-
ible, in a world where the sy bjectivity of the individual predominates,
inasmuch as it avoids being a recital of duties incumbent o the faith-
ful. The Church js obliged to compensate for the loss of authority
sustained by jts message by giving it 4 prophetic character; and the
distance between the message and the values of those to whom it is

addressed is presumed to testify to its truch, Byg the prophetic charge
given the normative discourse fails to operate outside the decreasing
circle of believers for whom in any event it has always been the norm,
Hence the breach (which is very clear over the question of contracep-
tion and the use of condoms as a sa feguard against Aids, though rather
less so over abortion) leaves priests with no alternative but o reiterate
the interdiction and/or reflect rather sadly —as did the chairman of the
conference of French bishops recently - on what could be done to
‘narrow the gulf between the Church and civil society’,!¥

Clearly, the Reformed Church with irs long experience of internal
pluralism and religious mentality which affirms the believer’s ay-
tonomy outside the authority of the Bible, is able to be more flexible,
But one must be ¢y reful not to see a too Systematic contrast with the
Catholic model of doctrinal normaliza tion. It may be trye that Protes-
tantism establishes the continuity of the lineage (the apostolic succes-
sion, in theological language) in 4 way that is appropriate to the message

rather than through conformity in observance, but the problem of
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values so as to bring out the closeness of all believers within a culture
that shows no response to institutionalized religious discourse and at
the same time the divergence of communities which enables them to
meet the demands for identity that match present uncertainties. It is g
high-risk endeavour, in that a too great insistence on one dimension of
the strategy immediately alienates rhose among their faithful who iden-
tify mainly or entirely with the other. The problem for all religious
denominations is to have to give equal attention to the expectations of
the faithful who seek authority in a message rather than an institution,
and to those of other faithful who choose to belong to a community
rather than submit to a body of beliefs and values. The best means of
lessening the risk (in particular, the risk of sectarian splintering which
such a situation encourages) is to exercise as little control as possible
over signs and thus intervene as little as possible in the attempts by the
different tendencies to reach a compromise.

Two registers seem particularly to favour the policy of conflict-avoid:
ance which religious institutions have opted for in order to tackle the
danger both of implosion and of outside competition to which they are
subject because of the generalized fragmentation of the religious — emo-
tional mobilization on the one hand, cultural rationalization on the other.
Emotional mobilization provides a means of transcending conflict by
recreating an individual and collective consciousness of emotional be-
longing, cultural rationalization of playing down conflict by giving it
the appearance of a worthwhile expression of diversity in culture and
feeling; in fact, the religious esta blishment, which is itself grappling with
cultural modernity, is well able to accept this. In each case, the institu-
tion arms itself against the possibility of those it considers jts constitu-
ents exiting from religion - employing the expression of belief without
obligatory reference to tradition in the register of emotion, and the ref-
erence to tradition, without its necessarily implying believing, in the
case of cultural rationalization. At the meeting point of these two di-
mensions it seeks to reconstruct the effect of lineage for which there is
no longer a natural place in the continuity of generations.

To see this complex strategy in action, it is instructive to turn to the
various operations which religious institutions are obliged to engage
in $0 as to maintain their visibility in a cultural and symbolic climate,
where their message is under threat of dilution from anodyne general-
ized ethical systems?! and from attempts to rebuild identity over which
they have no control. If one simply takes recent instances from France,
one might again point to the Eglise Réformée de France and its at-
tempts to recover its own memory in order to head off the danger of

its own disappearance in view of the compromise it has made with
modernity,?2
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These attempts well exemplify a strategy of marrying th‘e emo}t:lVlty
of belonging with a reasoned _appeul to ethlco-culturall herltfagﬁg Eré)rr;
he commemoration of the tricentenary of the revocgtlonﬂo the Edic
; ; Nantes to the setting up of museums of Protestantism, the urge to
?esmrc the Protestant grasp of continuity, the lifeline of its sfurvyal as
a religion, has coalesced with the emotional remembrance of a Igm(i)trh
:t living its faith under the permanent threat of_desFructlon, and w
i[fc: celebration of Protestantism’s historic contribution to the modern
i Republic. .
lde]?llcsiaoiirtnhien Frl;nce has adopted a similm‘ strategy. The mass feslm‘\lu}l
called by the Chief Rabbi and the Consistory at the L_.e Bm_lrlgct exhi n;
tion centre outside Paris in 1991 was both a cei.cbmnrm of r.113 unity o
Judaism — cemented by the experience of geqoc1de angi recall e 1;1 dc_om—
memorating the Shoah —and a huoyapF testimony to its c(r tura uferrr;
sity. It had the dual aim (a) of exorcizing the aggravatec antagoxtl)l)s '
between models of Jewish identity extant in the commumty,h and ( d'(l)
facing up to the th;eat p(zised to_thls same community by the steadily
ing number of mixed marriages. .
gr(l)::l:gfurther instance of institutional t_op—doyvpgt?empts to rev1}\;e
consciousness of a chain of belief there is th(? initiative taken by t le
Roman Church in launching worldwidt? p}lgrlmages of young lﬁeOP e
to places of special significance in Christian h1§tory, suclk))las otme,
Santiago de Compostela and Czestochowg. Again the double stra eg):
is clear — emotional remembrance and. hlgtorlco-cgltural reconstrucf
tion of the failing memory of the continuity (_)f belief. The massgsfo
young pilgrims (500,000 in Spain, 2,000,000 in Poland),bprepsre; i(I)lr
the final gathering by the long journey across Europe by bus, by tra :
in some cases even on foot, were inv1g0rat§:d by the sheer 1rnpz;)ct. o
their numbers, by the elation of taking part in an event that Wasl Elng
given worldwide media coverage and tl)y the scale of the final celebra-
' ith the pope himself as principal actor. . . LI
tlo’i}hvglpt)irposg b%hind such mobiliz.ation of feeling, 1nyol\{1ngE as it dlg
discovery of visible traces of the history of Christianity in dul;‘ope,
was to induce all who participated resolute!y to _take on —and be selc;n
to take on — a Catholic identity, an'identlt}'f given respectablllllty hy
rapid immersion in religious instruction du.rmg the ten da}lls that t ee
pilgrimage lasted with its solemn conﬁrm_atl‘on by the papa presfentc1 .
Yet one cannot say with complete conviction that the e_ffect o ht is
consciously organized (re)assembling of. the cham of belief cI)n t ols(e1
taking part fully corresponded Wl'th the aims of its promoters. It wou .
seem that the essential element in the whole experience was its cu g
tural (and ethical) affirmation of youth, glven_unlversallty becaujedo—
its cosmopolitan character, and not the assertion of religious and de
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nominational identity,2s Beyond the contrast in the position and per-
ception of the young pilgrims vis-i-vis thoge who took charge of the
pilgrimage (as it became clear from the different surveys conducted
after the event), the abiding impression js that from an institutiona|
point of view the attempt to instil and control voluntary iden tification
with tradition is an extremely hazardous operation,

What clearly emerges here is the ambivalent character of religion in
modernity, in which the traditional religions can only hold their own
by tentatively exploiting the symbolic resources at their disposal in
order to reconstruct a continuing line of belief for which the common
experience of individual believers provides no support. How do these
policies that are based on tradition meld with the production of the
religious in modernity, which it has been the purpose of this book to
analyse? What new patterns of belief play a role in this encounter?
Together with what types of religious sociality, implying what modes
of symbolic and ideological regulation? What new interlinking of relj-
gion with politics and with culture is likely to come abour? There is a
vast field of investigation for 4 comparative sociology of traditional
religions, which might open onto a more general sociology of the prob-
lems of transmission in modern societies. Certainly, these concluding
remarks give little idea of the potential of such 2 project. But it was
never our purpose actually to set our course jn that direction, Our
purpose has been ro try to prepare the ground for an initiative which js
capable of drawing the sociology of religion away from its abiding
propensity — beyond every reappraisal of the theories of secularization
~ to conceive the relation of the religious to the modern through the
spectrum of an inevitably damaging transformation of the historic re-
ligions. Such an approach would enable transformation to be cop-
ceived as inseparable from the problem of religious modernity itself,
The aim is ambitious, probably too ambitioys. But it waits on a more
credible one being found,
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