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I o0 THE CONSTRUCTION
OF RELIGION AS
AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL
CATEGORY

In much nineteenth-century evolutionary thought, religion was
considered to be an early human condition from which modern law,
science, and politics emerged and became detached. In this century
most anthropologists have abandoned Victorian evolutionary ideas,
and many have challenged the rationalist notion that religion is simply
a primitive and therefore outmoded form of the institutions we now
encounter in truer form (law, politics, science) in modern life. For
these twentieth-century anthropologists, religion is not an archaic
mode of scientific thinking, nor of any other secular endeavor we value
today; it is, on the contrary, a distinctive space of human practice and
belief which cannot be reduced to any other. From this it seems to

follow that the essence of religion is not to be confused with, say, the

essence of politics, although in many societies the two may overlap
and be intertwined. '

In a characteristically subtle passage, Louis Dumont has told us
that medieval Christendom was one such composite society:

I'shall take it for granted that a change in relations entails a change in
whatever is related. If throughout our history religion has developed
(to a large extent, with some other influences at play) a revolution in
social values and has given birth by scissiparity, as it were, to an au-
tonomous world of political institutions and speculations, then surely
religion itself will have changed in the process. Of some important

1. Thus, Fustel de Coulanges 1873. Originally published in French in 1864, this was
an influential work in the history of several overlapping disciplines—anthropology,
biblica] studies, and classics. !
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