Religion as a Cultural System
| Clifford Geertz

A religion is:

(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) es-
tablish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting
moods and motivations in men by (3) formu-
lating conceptions of a general order of exis-
tence and (4) clothing these conceptions with
such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods
and motivations seem uniquely realistic.

' a system of symbols which acts to. ..

Like “culture,” “symbol” has been used
to refer to a great variety of things, often
a number of them at the same time.

In some hands it is used for anything

‘which signifies something else to someone:
dark clouds are the symbolic precursors of
an on-coming rain. In others it is used only
for explicitly conventional signs of one sort
of another: a red flag is a symbol of danger,
a white of surrender. In othersitis confined
to something which expresses in an oblique
and figurative manner that which cannot be
stated in a direct and literal one, so that
there are symbols in poetry but not in sci-

ence, and symbolic Jogic is misnamed. In yet
others, however, it is used for any object,
act, event, quality, or relation which serves
as a vehicle for a conception—the concep-

‘tion is the symbol's “meaning”—and that is

the approach I shall follow here. The num-
ber 6, written, imagined, laid out as a row of
stones, or even punched into the program
tapes of a computer, is a symbol. But so also
is the Cross, talked about, visualized, shaped
worriedly in air or fondly fingered at the
neck, the expanse of painted canvas called
“Guernica” or the bit of painted stone called
a churinga, the word “reality,” or even the
morpheme “-ing.” They are all symbols, or
at least symbolic elements, because they are
tangible formulations of notions, abstrac-
tions from experience fixed in perceptible
forms, concrete embodiments of ideas,
attitudes, judgments, longings, or beliefs. ...
Cultural acts, the construction, apprehen-
sion, and utilization of symbolic forms, are
social events like any other; they are as pub-
lic as marriage and as observable as agricul-
ture. ...
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Culture patterns, that is, systems or
complexes of symbols, are extrinsic
sources of information. By “extrinsic,” I
mean only that—unlike genes, for exam-
ple—they lie outside the boundaries of
the individual organism as such in that
intersubjective world of common under-
standings into which all human individuals
are born, in which they pursue their sepa-
rate careers, and which they leave persist-
ing behind them after they die. By “sources
of information,” I mean only that—like
genes—they provide a blueprint or tem-
plate in terms of which processes external
to themselves can be given a definite form.
As the order of bases in a strand of DNA
forms a coded program, a set of instruc-
tions, or a recipe, for the synthesis of the
structurally complex proteins which shape
organic functioning, so culture patterns
provide such programs for the institution
of the social and psychological processes
which shape public behavior. Though the
sort of information and the mode of its
transmission are vastly different in the two
cases, this comparison of gene and symbol
is more than a strained analogy of the
familiar “social heredity” sort. It is actually
a substantial relationship, for it is precisely
because of the fact that genetically pro-
grammed processes are so highly general-
ized in men, as compared with lower
animals, that cuiturally programmed ones
are so important; only because human be-
havior is 50 loosely determined by intrinsic
sources of information that extrinsic
sources are so vital. To build a dam a
beaver needs only an appropriate site and
the proper materials—his mode of proce-
dure is shaped by his physiology. But man,
whose genes are silent on the building
trades, needs also a conception of what it is
to build a dam, a conception he can get
only from some symbolic source—a blue-
print, a textbook, or a string of speech by
someone who already knows how dams are
built—or, of course, from manipulating
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graphic or linguistic elements in such a way
as to attain for himself a conception of
what dams are and how they are built. . . .

. to establish powerful, pervasive, and
long-lasting moods and motivations in men

The endurance, courage, independ-
ence, perseverance, and passionate will-
fulness in which the vision quest practices
the Plains Indian are the same flamboy-
ant virtues by which he attempts to live:
while achieving a sense of revelation he
stabilizes a sense of direction. The con-
sciousness of defaulted obligation, se-
creted guilt, and, when a confession is
obtained, public shame in which Manus’
seance rehearses him are the same senti-
ments that underlie the sort of duty ethic
by which his property-conscious society is
maintained: the gaining of an absolution
involves the forging of a conscience, And
the same self-discipline which rewards a
Javanese mystic staring fixedly into the
flame of a lamp with what he takes tc be
an intimation of divinity drills him in that
rigorous control of emotional expression
which is necessary to a man who would
follow a quietistic style of life. Whether
one sees the conception of a personal
guardian spirit, a family tutelary, or an
immanent God as synoptic formulations
of the character of reality or as templates
for producing reality with such a charac-
ter seems largely arbitrary, a matter of
which aspect, the model of or model for,
one wants for the moment to bring into
focus. The concrete symbols involved—
one or another mythological figure mate-
rializing in the wilderness, the skull of the
deceased household head hanging censo-
riously in the rafters, or a disembodied
“voice in the stillness” soundlessly chant-
ing enigmatic classical poetry— point in ei-
ther direction. They both express the
world’s climate and shape it.
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They shape it by inducing in the wor-
shipper a certain distinctive set of dispo-
sitions (tendencies, capacities, propensi-
ties, skills, habits, liabilities, pronenesses)
which lend a chronic character to the flow
of his activity and the quality of his expe-
rience. A disposition describes not an ac-
tivity or an occurrence but a probability
of an activity being performed or an oc-
currence occurring in certain circum-
stances: “When a cow is said to be a
ruminant, or a man is said to be a ciga-
rette-smoker, it is not being said that the
cow is ruminating now or that the man is
smoking a cigaretie now. To be 2 rumi-
nant is to tend to ruminate from time to
time, and to be a cigarette-smoker is to be
in the habit of smoking cigarettes” (Ryle,
1949). Similarly, to be pious is not to be
performing something we would call an
act of piety, but to be liable to perform
such acts. . . .

So far as religious activities are con-
cerned (and learning a myth by heart is as
much a religious activity ‘as detaching
one’s finger at the knuckle), two some-
what different sorts of disposition are in-
duced by them: moods and motivations.

A motivation is a persisting tendency, a
chronic inclination to perform certain
sorts of acts and experience certain sorts
of feeling in certain sorts of situations. . ..
As a motive, “flamboyant courage” con-
sists in such enduring propensities as to
fast in the wilderness, to conduct solitary
raids on enemy camps, and to thrill to the
thought of counting coup. “Moral circum-
spection” consists in such ingrained ten-
dencies as to honor onerous promises, to
confess secret sins in the face of severe
public disapproval, and to feel guilty
when vague and generalized accusations
are made at seances. And “dispassionate
tranquility” consists in such persistent in-
clinations as to maintain one’s poise come
hell or high water, to experience distaste
in the presence of even moderate emo-

tional displays, and to indulge in content-
less contemplations of featureless objects.
Motives are thus neither acts (that is, in-

tentional behaviors) nor feelings, but lia-

bilities to perform particular classes of act
or have particular classes of feeling. And
when we say that a man is religious, that
is, motivated by religion, this is at least
part—though only part—of what we
mean.

Another part of what we mean is that
he has, when properly stimulated, a sus-
ceptibility to fall into certain moods,
moods we sometimes lump together
under such covering terms as “reveren-
tial,” “solemn,” or “worshipful.” Such
generalized rubrics actually conceal, how-
ever, the enormous empirical variousness
of the dispositions involved, and, in fact,
tend to assimilate them to the unusually
grave tone of most of our own religicus
life. The moods that sacred symbols in-
duce, at different times and in different
places, range from exultation to melan-
choly, from self-confidence to self-pity,
from an incorrigible playfulness to a
bland listlessness—to say nothing of the
erogenous power of so many of the
world’s myths and rituals. No more than
there is a single sort of motivation one can
call piety is there a single sort of mood
one can call worshipful.

The major difference between moods
and motivations is that where the latter
are, so to speak, vectorial qualities, the
former are merely scalar. Motives have a
directional cast, they describe a certain
overall course, gravitate toward certain,
usually temporary, consummations. But
moods vary only as to intensity: they go
nowhere. They spring from certain cir-
cumstances but they are responsive to no
ends. Like fogs, they just settle and lift;
like scents, suffuse and evaporate. When
present they are totalistic: if one is sad
everything and everybody seems dreary;
if one is gay, everything and everybody
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seems splendid. Thus, though a man can
be vain, brave, willful, and independent
at the same time, he can’t very well be
playful and listless, or exultant and
melancholy, at the same time. Further,
where motives persist for more or less ex-
tended periods of time, moods merely
recur with greater or lesser frequency,
coming and going for what are often
quite unfathomable reasons. But perhaps
the most important difference, so far as
we are concerned, between moods and
motivations is that motivations are “made
meaningful” with reference to the ends
- toward which they are conceived to con-
duce, whereas moods are “made mean-
ingful” with reference to the conditions
from which they are conceived to spring.
We interpret motives in terms of their
consummations, but we interpret moods
in terms of their sources. We say that a
- person is industrious because he wishes to
succeed; we say that a person is worried
because he is conscious of the hanging
threat of nuclear holocaust. And this is no
- less the case when the interpretations are
ultimate. Charity becomes Christian char-
ity when it is enclosed in a conception of
God’s purposes; optimism is Christian op-
timism when it is grounded in a particular
conception of God’s nature. The assiduity
of the Navaho finds its rationale in a be-
lief that, since “reality” operates mechan-
ically, it is coercible; their chronic fear-
fulness finds its rationale in a conviction
that, however “reality” operates, it is both
enormously powerful and terribly dan-
gerous.

« «+ by formulating conceptions of a general
order of existence and . . .

... What any particular religion af-
firms about the fundamental nature of
reality may be obscure, shallow, or, all too
often, perverse; but it must, if it is not to
consist of the mere collection of received
practices and conventional sentiments we
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usually refer to as moralism, affirm some-
thing. . ..

Usually, of course, religions affirm
very much more than this: we believe, as
James remarked, all that we can and
would believe everything if we only could.
The thing we seem least able to tolerate is
a threat to our powers of conception, a
suggestion that our ability to create,
grasp, and use symbols may fail us, for
were this to happen, we would be more
helpless, as I have already pointed out,
than the beavers. The extreme generality,
diffuseness, and variability of man’s in-
nate (that is, genetically programmed) re-
sponse capacities means that without the
assistance of cultural patterns he would
be functionally incomplete, not merely a

‘talented ape who had, like some un-

derprivileged child, unfortunately been
prevented from realizing his full poten-
tialities, but a kind of formless monster
with neither sense of direction nor power
of self-control, a chaos of spasmodic im-
pulses and vague emotions. Man depends
upon symbols and symbol systems with a
dependence so great as to be decisive for
his creatural viability and, as a result, his
sensitivity to even the remotest indication
that they may prove unable to cope with
one or another aspect of experience raises
within him the gravest sort of anxiety. . . .

There are at least three points where
chaos—a tumult of events which fack not
just interpretations but interpretability—
threatens to break in upon man: at the
limits of his analytic capacities, at the lim-
its of his powers of endurance, and at the
limits of his moral insight. Bafflement,
suffering, and a sense of intractable ethi-
cal paradox are all, if they become intense
enough or are sustained long enough,
radical challenges to the proposition that
life is comprehensible and that we can, by
taking thought, orient ourselves effec-
tively within it—challenges with which
any religion, however “primitive,” which
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hopes to persist must attempt somehow to
cope. . ., .

The Problem of Meaning . . . is 2 mat-
ter of affirming, or at least recognizing,
the inescapability of ignorance, pain, and

~ injustice on the human plane while simul-

taneously denying that these irrationali-
ties are characteristic of the world as a
whole. And it is in terms of religious sym-
bolism, a symbolism relating man’s sphere
of existence to a wider sphere within
which it is conceived to rest, that both the
affirmation and the denial are made.

.« . and clothing those conceptions with such
an aura of factuality that . . .

There arises here, however, a more
profound question: how is it that this de-
nial comes to be believed? How is it that
the religious man moves from a troubled
perception of experienced disorder to a
more or less settled conviction of funda-
mental order? Just what does “belief”
mean in a religious contextr . . .

It seems to me that it is best to begin
any approach to this issue with frank
recognition that religious belief involves
not a Baconian induction from everyday
experience—for then we should all be ag-
nostics—but rather a prior acceptance of
authority which transforms that experi-
ence. The existence of bafflement, pain,
and moral paradox—of The Problem of
Meaning—is one of the things that drives
men toward belief in gods, devils, spirits,
totemic principles, or the spiritual efficacy
of cannibalism (an enfolding sense of
beauty or a dazzling perception of power
are others), but it is not the basis upon
which those beliefs rest. . . .

The basic axiom underlying what we
may perhaps call “the religious perspec-
tive” is everywhere the same: he who
would know must first believe,

But to speak of “the religious perspec-
tive” is, by implication, to speak of one
perspective among others. A perspective

is a mode of seeing, in that extended
sense of “see” in which it means “discern,”
“apprehend,” “understand,” or “grasp.”
It is a particular way of looking at life, a
particular manner of construing the
world, as when we speak of an historical
perspective, a scientific perspective, an
aesthetic perspective, a common-sensc
perspective, or even the bizarre perspec-
tive embodied in dreams and in hallucina-
tions. The question then comes down to,
first, what is “the religious perspective”
generically considered, as differentiated
from other perspectives; and second, how
do men come to adopt it.

If we place the religious perspective
against the background of three of the
other major perspectives in terms of
which men construe the world—the com-
mon-sensical, the scientific, and the aes-
thetic—its special character emerges more
sharply. What distinguishes common
sense as a mode of “seeing” is, as Schutz
has pointed out, a simple acceptance of
the world, its objects, and its processes as
being just what they seem to be—what is
sometimes called naive realism—and the
pragmatic motive, the wish to act upon
that world so as to bend it to one’s practi-
cal purposes, to master it, or so far as that
proves impossible, to adjust to it. The
world of everyday life, itself, of course, a
cultural product, for it is framed in terms
of the symbolic conceptions of “stubborn
fact” handed down from generation to
generation, is the established scene and
given object of our actions. Like Mt. Ever-
est it is just there, and the thing to do with
it, if one feels the need to do anything
with it at all, is to climb it. In the scientific
perspective it is precisely this givenness
which disappears. Deliberate doubt and
systematic inquiry, the suspension of the
pragmatic motive in favor of disinterested
observation, the attempt to analyze the
world in terms of formal concepts whose
relationship to the informal conceptions
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of common sense become increasingly
-problematic—there are the hallmarks of
the attempt to grasp the world scientifi-
cally. And as for the aesthetic perspective,
which under the rubric of “the aesthetic
attitude” has been perhaps most exquis-
jtely examined, it involves a different sort
of suspension of naive realism and practi-
cal interest, in that instead of questioning
the credentials of everyday experience,
one merely ignores that experience in
favor of an eager dwelling upon appear-
ances, an engrossment in surfaces, an
absorption in things, as we say, “in them-
selves”: “The function of artistic iltusion is
not ‘make-believe’ . .. but the very oppo-
site, disengagement from belief —the con-
templation of sensory qualities without
their usual meanings of ‘here’s that chair’,
‘that’s my telephone’ . .. etc, The knowl-
edge that what is before us has no practi-
cal significance in the world is what
enables us to give attention to its appear-
ance as such” {Langer, 1953). And like the
common sensical and the scientific (or the
historical, the philosophical, and the artis-
tic), this perspective, this “way of seeing” is
not the product of some mysterious Carte-
sian chemistry, but is induced, mediated,
and in fact created by means of curious
quasi objects— poems, dramas, sculptures,
symphonies—which, dissociating them-
selves from the solid world of common
sense, take on the special sort of eloquence
only sheer appearances can achieve.

The religious perspective differs from
the common-sensical in that, as already
pointed out, it moves beyond the realities
of everyday life to wider ones which cor-
rect and complete them, and its defining
concern is not action upon those wider re-
alities but acceptance of them, faith in
them. It differs from the scientific per-
spective in that it questions the realities of
everyday life not out of an institutional-
ized scepticism which dissolves the world’s
givenness into a swirl of probabilistic hy-
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potheses, but in terms of what it takes to
be wider, nonhypothetical truths, Rather
than detachment, its watchword is com-
mitment; ratherr than analysis, encounter.
And it differs from art in that instead of
effecting a disengagement from the
whole question of factuality, deliberately
manufacturing an air of semblance and il-
lusion, it deepens the concern with fact
and seeks to create an aura of utter actu-
ality. It is this sense of the “really real”
upon which the religious perspective rests
and which the symbolic activities of reli-
gion as a cultural system are devoted to
producing, intensifying, and, so far as
possible, rendering inviolable by the dis-
cordant revelations of secular experience.
It is, again, the imbuing of a certain spe-
cific complex of symbols—of the meta-
physic they formulate and the style of life
they recommend~with a persuasive au-
thority which, from an analytic point of
view, is the essence of religious action.
Which brings us, at length, to ritual.
For it is in ritual—that is, consecrated be-
havior-—that this conviction that religious
conceptions are veridical and that reli-
gious directives are sound is somehow
generated. It is in some sort of ceremo-
nial form—even if that form be hardly
more than the recitation of a myth, the
consultation of an oracle, or the decora-
tion of a grave—that the moods and moti-
vations which sacred symbols induce in
men and the general conceptions of the
order of existence which they formulate
for men meet and reinforce one another.
In a ritual, the world as lived and the
world as imagined, fused under the
agency of a single set of symbolic forms,
turn out to be the same world, producing
thus that idiosyncratic transformation in
one’s sense of reality to which Santayana
refers in my epigraph. Whatever role di-
vine intervention may or may not play in
the creation of faith—and it is not the
business of the scientist to pronounce
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upon such matters one way or the other—

it is, primarily at least, out of the context -

of concrete acts of religious observance
that religious conviction emerges on the
human plane.

However, though any religious ritual,
no matter how apparently automatic or
conventional - (if it is truly automatic or
merely conventional it is not religious), in-
volves this symbolic fusion of ethos and
world view, it is mainly certain more elab-
orate and usually more public ones, ones
in which a broad range of moods and mo-
tivations on the one hand and of meta-
physical conceptions on the other are
caught up, which shape the spiritual con-
sciousness of a people. ... We may call
these full-blown ceremonies “cultural per-
formances” and note that they represent
not only the point at which the disposi-
tional and conceptual aspects of religious
life converge for the believer, but also the
point at which the interaction between
them can be most readily examined by
the detached observer. . ..

Of course, all cultural performances
are not religious performances, and the
line between those that are and artistic, or
even political, ones is often not so easy to
draw in practice, for, like social forms,
symbolic forms can serve multiple pur-
poses. But the point is that, paraphrasing
slightly, Indians—“and perhaps all peo-
ples”—seem to think of their religion “as
encapsulated in these discrete perform-
ances which they {can] exhibit to visitors
and to themselves.” The mode of exhibi-
tion is however radically different for the
two sorts of witness, a fact seemingly
overlooked by those who would argue
that “religion is a form of human art.”

‘Where for “visitors” religious perform-

ances can, in the nature of the case, only
be presentations of a particular religious
perspective, and thus aesthetically appre-
ciated or scientifically dissected, for par-
ticipants they are in addition enactments,

materializations, realizations of it—not
only models of what they believe, but also
models for the believing of it. In these
plastic dramas men attain their faith as
they portrayit. . ..

+ .. that the moods and motivations seem
uniquely realistic

But no one, not even a saint, lives in
the world religious symbols formulate all
of the time, and the majority of men live
in it only at moments. The everyday
world of common-sense objects and prac-
tical acts is ... the paramount reality in
human experience—paramount in the
sense that it is the world in which we are
most solidly rooted, whose inherent actu-
ality we can hardly question (however
much we may question certain portions of
it} and from whose pressures and re-
quirements we can least escape. A man,
even large groups of men, may be aes-
thetically insensitive, religiously uncon-
cerned, and unequipped to pursue for-
mal scientific analysis, but he cannot be
completely lacking in common sense and
survive. The dispositions which religious
rituals induce thus have their most impor-
tant impact—from a human point of
view —outside the boundaries of the ritual
itself as they reflect back to color the indi-
vidual’s conception of the established
world of bare fact. The peculiar tone that
marks the Plains vision quest, the Manus
confession, or the Javanese mystical exer-
cise pervades areas of the life of these
peoples far beyond the immediately reli-
gious, impressing upon them a distinctive
style in the sense both of a dominant
mood and a characteristic movement.
The interweaving of the malignant and
the comic, . . , animates a very wide range
of everyday Balinese behavior, much of
which, like the ritual itself, has an air of
candid fear narrowly contained by obses-
sive playfulness. Religion is sociologically
interesting not because, as vulgar posi-




tivism would have it, it describes the social
order {which, in so far as it does, it does
not only very obliquely but very incom-
pletely), but because, like environment,
political power, wealth, jural obligation,
personal affection, and a sense of beauty,
it shapes it.

The movement back and forth be-
tween the religious perspective and the
COMmMOon-sense perspective is actually one
of the more obvious empirical occur-
rences on the social scene. ... Religious
belief has usually been presented as a ho-
mogeneous characteristic of an individ-
ual, like his place of residence, his
occupational role, his kinship position,
and so on. But religious belief in the
midst of ritual, where it engulfs the total
person, transporting him, so far as he is
concerned, into another mode of exis-
tence, and religious belief as the pale, re-
membered reflection of that experience
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in the midst of everyday life are not pre-
cisely the same thing, . . .

Having ritually “lept” (the image is
perhaps a bit too athletic for the actual
facts—“slipped” might be more accurate)
into the framework of meaning which
religious conceptions define, and the rit-
ual ended, returned again to the com-
mon-sense world, a man is—unless, as
sometimes happens, the experience fails
to register—changed. And as he is
changed, so also is the common-sense
world, for it is now seen as but the partial
form of a wider reality which corrects and
completes it. . . .
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