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Abstract
The study of religion has gone through an extensive period of critical selfreflection with regard to its subject, the terms used for analysis, its place in the
academy, and its socio-political effects. Through critical and post-colonial
deliberations, religion and its terms have been shown to be created for the field
and/or implicated in the political projects of colonial modernity. This essay asks
how the study of religion may continue after this critique. Rather than looking
for an alternative term or set of terms, this essay offers a perspective on
religion(s) from a decolonial perspective. It begins by emphasizing the
difference between critical postmodernist and postcolonial critiques. Then,
using a decolonial lens, it offers a close reading of the postcolonial work of
David Chidester, Talal Asad and Charles Long. The reading offers their work as
an archive for future religious studies. It points to two dimensions in their
postcolonial study of religions. The first is a critique of the discipline of religion
that puts colonial modernity in the centre of analysis, while the second suggests
ways of studying religion after critique. Using their work, the essay points to the
recognition of religion(s) beyond modernity, and for the recognition of selfreflexivity and critique within religious traditions.

Introduction
A critical self-reflective gaze has been part of the study of religion since inception. Looking for
an approach that went beyond theology or beyond one particular religion, the study of religion
was born in and shaped by critical reflection. This earlier critique was founded on an
assumption of “natural religion” as a universal human construction. Even though not all
scholars adopted a singular conception and definition of religion as such, the discipline was

shaped by common questions and methodologies that assumed a common subject. In the last
few decades, this search for religion as such has gone through extensive critique and selfreflection. Capps concluded his study of the discipline of religious studies with a mixed feeling.
While the discipline produced great results, he admits that it has often left “analysts and
interpreters manifestly dissatisfied, even after more than two centuries of investigative work”
(Capps 1995, 347).
Critique of the term religion and its signification was informed by at least two interlinked
sources of inspiration. The first has generally been associated with Johnathan Z. Smith who
argued that religion and its associated terms were created by and for academics and
researchers, and did not have a real, objective existence (Smith 1978, 97). A second critical
trajectory was introduced into the discipline by postcolonial scholars such as Charles Long, Talal
Asad and David Chidester who showed that religion and its related terms were closely linked to
colonial modernity (Chidester 1985; Asad 1993). This second trajectory of postcolonial
scholarship brought attention to the imperial and colonial imbrications of the discipline. Critical,
postmodernist reflections questioned the validity of religion as a real category, while
postcolonial critique focussed on the efficacy of religion and its terms in the political projects of
modernity and colonialism.
These critical reflections cannot be completely ignored. It is now common to read that we do
not need a definition of religion to research religions. Some suggest that we may use heuristic,
provisional definitions to get around (Goldstein et al. 2016; Jung 2017; Platvoet 1990). In this
paper, I offer a different approach, one that faces the critique and its effects in the field. I offer
a reading of a postcolonial critique of religion and religions through the work of David
Chidester, Talal Asad and Charles Long. Each in their way has contributed significantly to the
critique of religion as genus and of specific “religious” traditions. Their work on religion and
specific traditions after critique suggest different strategies for the field. Read together, with
and against each other, their work opens vistas for decolonial strategies beyond modernist,
humanist critiques to the recognition of self-reflexity and critique within traditions before and
after modernity.

The Discourse of Religious Studies
King calls the critique of religious studies a Copernican turn that turned attention to the
foundations of the discipline in European academic deliberations exported and imposed on the
rest of the world (King 2013). There are two overlapping trajectories in this critical turn that are
worth keeping apart for analytical and historical purposes. One trajectory has been traced to a
postmodernism that focussed attention on the certainties of modernity. Here, the work of
Michel Foucault on the discursive construction of modernity offered insights for the critical
study of religion (Chidester 1986; Wuthnow 1981). But there was another trajectory that is not
always acknowledged for its distinctive contribution to the critique of the discipline. This
trajectory was inspired by a clearly anti-colonial and post-colonial trend. The major event of this
trajectory may be traced to Edward Said’s Orientalism first published in 1978, and through him
to the earlier anti-colonial reflections of Franz Fanon, Aimé Césaire and Samir Amin (Said 1995;
Césaire 1955; Sonn 1996). This anti-colonial discourse reflective must earlier than Foucault and
his peers to the intellectual dimension of imperialism and colonialism. In the 1980s, these two
critical categories, the postmodern/deconstructive and the postcolonial, converge in some
studies but they remain distinct in the field.
This first critical trajectory in religious studies has been traced to the scholarship of Jonathan Z.
Smith, and sometimes earlier to Peter Berger’s The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological
Theory of Religion (Berger 1967; Ukah and Wilks 2017). Both recall Feuerbach’s critique that
religion was a human projection, but J Z Smith’s critique has had a more lasting impact on the
study of religion as a discipline. He advised scholars to be attentive to the terms used by
scholars of religion. Terms like sacred space and sacred books are not substantive but
contextual:
… there is nothing that is inherently sacred or profane. These are not
substantive categories, but rather situational or relational categories, mobile
boundaries which shift according to the map being employed. There is nothing
that is sacred in itself, only things sacred in relation (Smith 1980, 55).

Accordingly, terms used for the study of religions should not be assumed to signify objective
realities. Religious rituals created and produced the sacred in “situational” and “relational”
ways. Smith’s argument was directed against the leading scholar of religion Mircea Eliade who
posited the existence of the sacred in his work:
… we must not suppose that human work is in question here, that it is through
his [sic] own efforts that man can consecrate a space. In reality, the ritual by
which he constructs a sacred space is efficacious in the measure in which it
reproduces the work of the gods (Eliade 1959, 29).
For Eliade, the sacred was an ontological experience in ritual. Rituals recalled and recreated the
work of the gods. Taking a position against Eliade and other phenomenologists of religion, J. Z.
Smith argued that the sacred was created by humans for specific purposes and places (Smith
1978; Smith 1987). He directed attention to the invention and construction of the sacred in
religions.
Smith also argued that the categories used in the study of religions were invented for the
discipline (Smith 1992). From the social construction of the sacred, Smith extended his critique
to the main subject of religious studies:
“Religion” is not a native term; it is a term created by scholars for their
intellectual purposes and therefore is theirs to define. It is a second-order,
generic concept that plays the same role in establishing a disciplinary horizon
that a concept such as "language" plays in linguistics or "culture" plays in
anthropology (Smith 1998, 269).
Smith’s criticism may be read as a critique of a long history of religion in the modern Western
academy that assumed, implicitly or explicitly, natural categories such as religion, the sacred
and the profane. The study of religion in the singular was supported by the idea that religions in
their diversity across time and place could be studied systematically. Scholars never agreed on a
singular definition of religion, but they engaged in a series of shared questions on the origins,
essence, function and language of an object (religion in the singular) (Capps 1995). Capps
articulates this subject in his history of the discipline:
Simply put, religious studies provides training and practice … in directing and
conducting inquiry regarding the subject of religion [emphasis added]. Religious

Studies (as is the case with all other legitimating subject-fields) utilizes
prescribed modes and techniques of inquiry to make the subject intelligible
(Capps 1995, xiv).
A careful examination of the work of Jonathan Z Smith shows that he did not jettison the
subject of religion as such. His reflections on ritual, for example, show his commitment to a
general understanding of what ritual means and how it works in all religions (Smith 1980; Smith
1987). Pointing to the arbitrariness of the signification, however, he introduced a foundational
critique into the discipline.
Scholars inspired by these insights have focussed on the deleterious effect of assuming a deep
ontology in religion in one or another form. With an overwhelming attack on Mircea Eliade, a
critical study of religion became an exercise in differentiating a normative, theological approach
from a social scientific approach for the field. This desire to differentiate the field from any
normative assumptions, religious or political, dominated theoretical reflection. One of the
leading scholars following this line of thinkining was Russel McCutcheon who included in his
critique the implications of religious studies for democracy. In his view, a sui generis approach
in religious studies undermined democracy, particularly its commitment to the separation of
the spheres (particularly religion and state) that went along with it (McCutcheon 1997a, 457).
He and others maintained that scholars of religion should refrain from any religious or religiopolitical investment in their analyses. Religious studies must maintain its neutrality while
theological analysis drifts into partisanship (Chidester 1985; Platvoet 1993; McCutcheon 1997b;
McCutcheon 2000; McCutcheon 2001). But this analysis failed to see how the study of religion
was conforming to a particular socio-political project of modernity which was committed to and
promoted the differentiation of spheres.
But parallel to what I would call a critical, postmodern critique, another was emerging from
scholars who were more attuned to the colonial roots of modern, Enlightenment discourses.
The work of scholars such as Charles Long, Talal Asad, David Chidester, Tim Fitzgerald and
Tomoko Masuzawa, among others, emphasized the political context of religious studies in the
service of the modern state, colonialism and conquest. In their critique, academic terms were
not merely invented and useful for the discipline but were part of the political, social and

religious history of colonial modernity. In this view, the study of religion was constructed in and
through conquest and subjugation (Masuzawa 2005; Fitzgerald 2007; Masuzawa 2000; Asad
1993; Chidester 1996).
Some examples from the work of David Chidester illustrates this analysis. Chidester turned
attention to the colonial context of the making of the discipline with the publication of Savage
Systems in 1996. He showed how definitions of religions that were emerging in the discipline
could not be separated from their imbrication in the colonial frontier:
By developing a universal discourse about otherness … imperial comparative
religion established a discursive regime of sameness that served the interests of
global control over "primitives" at home and abroad (Chidester 1996).
The difference between religion, magic and science in the study of religions was not only
created for useful academic purposes as Jonathan Z Smith seems to argue. Chidester showed
how the absence of religion in one territory after another correlated with a justification for
conquest. Subjugation on the battlefield was followed by a systematic recognition of a religious
sphere in the newly conquered colonies. As a signification of civilization, the religion of the
subjugated was recognized only after conquest.
In a further study of Max Müller’s theory making, Chidester focussed on the multiple
mediations of the data for religions in the colonies:
Where indigenous information recorded religious arguments and tensions,
changes and innovations, confusions and contradictions, or often their own
Christian critiques of indigenous religion, the local experts on the periphery
distilled a system, a distinct, coherent, and functional religious system
(Chidester 2004, 4)
Ignoring mediation of the data in the colonies, students of religion like Max Müller created
systems of classification that suited the new orders created by imperial armies and colonial
administrations.
The study of religions after critique can never be the same. The idea of religion as a stable
category has been shaken for some and destroyed for others. The two trajectories of critique

share a view that the modernist construction of religion was manufactured. Religion was at
best a useful category, and at worst an instrument for colonial and modernist subjugation. The
fine line separating the postcolonial from critical postmodern trajectories is drawn on
colonialism and empire. Most critical scholars are not ignorant of colonialism, but they direct
their attention to the discipline and how it ought to be free of political and religious interests.
But their support for democracy in general, and the separation of state and religion in
particular, assumes a stability in the use of religion, politics and other such analytical terms.
They believe that these terms may be further refined, while ignoring their deep implications in
ongoing systems of control.

Decolonial Strategies
Scholars like Walter Mignologo, Enriqué Dussel, Ramón Grosfoguel and Sayed Farid Alatas have
called for a new critique of the social sciences and humanities (Alatas 2019; Grosfoguel 2011;
Maldonado-Torres 2020; Mignolo 2007; Dussel 2013). Captured in the term decolonization,
they share many ideas that may be found among post-colonial scholars. But they aim to go
beyond the latter’s critique:
The de-colonial shift, in other words, is a project of de-linking while postcolonial criticism and theory is a project of scholarly transformation within the
academy (Mignolo 2007).
Some scholars of religions have adopted this term to take the critique of religion to a different
level (Maldonado-Torres 2014; Yountae 2020; Maldonado-Torres 2020).
Grosfoguel has identified three pillars in decolonial thinking that can be used for the study of
religions. The first is the desire to break the control and hold of the Western canon in human
sciences. The second is the pursuit of pluriversal perspectives in the human sciences, rather
than a dogged pursuit of a universal theory. And thirdly, he argues that the human sciences
should make a special attempt to focus on theoretical reflections and contributions from the
Global South (Grosfoguel 2011). I would argue that some of these ideas have appeared in postcolonial reflections in the study of religions. Thus, for example, Mudimbe in 1997 demonstrated

the dominance of the Colonial Library in African religious and theological reflections (Mudimbe
1997). Secondly, theoretical reflections have indeed been developed by postcolonial scholars,
thus creating de facto pluriversal perspectives. In the study of Islam, for example, scholars as
diverse as Ismail al Fārūqī and Mohammed Arkoun engaged critically with religious studies from
the 1960s (Faruqi 1965b; Faruqi 1965a; Tayob 2013; Arkoun 1987). Of course, most of these
theoretical reflections have not been taken seriously.
In this essay, I propose that decolonizing religious studied might be further developed through
a systematic reading of a postcolonial archive. Such a reading is intended to offer alternative
perspectives in the decolonization of the academy. My reading of Chidester, Asad and Long
identifies two dimensions in each. The first is devoted to a critique of the discipline that goes
well beyond the Copernican turn that King has identified. Secondly, each scholar offers a way of
studying religions after critique. Each offers different strategies for the study of religions after
critique.

Religions after Critique
I begin with the signification of religion(s) in the work of David Chidester. I have already
introduced his insight into the colonial imbrication of the discipline, but there is another
dimension of his work that is connected to this critique. And this is Chidester’s study of a
religious discourse in politics, education and public life. I then turn to the work of Talal Asad
whose work has been an inspiration for David Chidester. Asad has led the critique of religion in
modern state formation in general, but his work suggests that not all religious traditions may be
subsumed under a modernist, colonial frame. His proposal that Islam and Christianity (and
potentially other religions) should be approached as discursive traditions stands side by side
with his critique of a discourse of religion in modern societies and its academy. Charles Long’s
reflections point to an ever earlier critical reflection on the discipline. His substantive analysis of
religion points to the meaning of religion in the shadow of slavery and colonialism. His focus on
the hermeneutics of religious discourse takes us back to religious practices and narratives in
their generality, but also in their singularity and uniqueness. In this genealogy that moves in a

reversed trajectory from the Chidester to Long, I identify some decolonial strategies for the
study of religions after critique.

David Chidester
The scholarly oeuvre of David Chidester is complex, diverse and widely recognized. Chidester
demonstrated how the discipline was forged in colonial conquest, its terms closely connected
with imperial and political interests. Notwithstanding the problematic history of the discipline,
for Chidester,
…religion is a key work, or focussing lens, for directing our attention to
productions, circulations, and contestations of transcendent claims and
sacralizing practices that operate within any network of social relations
(Chidester 2008a, 84).
Religion for Chidester was not a substantive category, but a “focusing lens” . It was a powerful
lens that shed light on important dimensions of social life. Chidester has used this lens to study
religious discourse in general, and particular religious traditions like Christianity and African
Religions in South Africa.
With his study of global Christianity, Chidester shows that his theory and method may be
applied for the study of religious traditions in general (Chidester 2001). But I think that his work
is particularly insightful on the construction of religious discourse in the aftermath of
colonialism. To see this, we have to bring the two parts of his work in conversation with each
other. Chidester’s critique of the discipline argues that religion was recognized and invented in
the colonies after conquest. This is his first, critical perspective on the discipline. But this is
closely linked to a second part which studies the effects of this religion making. The invention of
religion was part of a new regime (episteme). Where no religion existed before, it was found
after conquest. After religion was found and invented, it henceforth became part of a new
reality. It is this discourse of religions, engaged in by various contestants, that constitutes the
second part of Chidester’s work.
As a critical scholar of religion, Chidester does not support a substantive meaning of terms such
as religious and sacred. He rejects the idea of religion as serving deep human needs or one that

may be used to explain religion as a social function (Chidester 1985; Chidester 1988, 85).
Scholars of religion, he believes, should recognize the power in religious symbols which are
employed in context. Chidester’s study of African religions shows this power in colonial and
apartheid context:
At some point, however, we must recognize that ‘Christian’ beliefs, practices,
and form of associations have been appropriated by Africans primary as
vehicles of power in a world of increasingly disempowering power relations
(Chidester 1988, 85).
Chidester questions the value of scholarship that focusses on the African nature of Christianity,
or as a deeply human need, or deviation or development of an original Christianity. He situates
his analysis in what he prefers to call African religions that are engaged in an “ongoing, complex
mobilisation of certain symbolic forms as alternative instruments of power in Africa.” The study
of African religions should be directed at “strategies of power in relation to hegemonic
termination of the arena of sacred symbols by intrusive religiopolitical power interests”
(Chidester 1988, 85). In other words, as religious symbols were created in power relations
through colonial conquest, they continue to bear this burden and opportunity in public life. And
scholars of religion cannot ignore this history and episteme, while turning attention to religious
needs, African roots and purity. This postcolonial religious discourse has been closely examined
by Chidester in a range of contexts. The most notable is his study of symbolic contestation
during the struggle against apartheid, and his extensive reflections on African religions after
apartheid (Chidester 2012; Chidester 2008b; Chidester 2005).
Chidester’s critique of religious studies matches his study of religious discourse as an arena of
power relations. When the study of religion was invented, it produced political effects that
impacted on the colonies. Thus, a new discourse of religion was created and forced upon
colonized and later post-colonial states. It is this discourse that deserves to be studied by the
student of religions, without losing sight of its genesis and location.

Asad on Religion and Discourse

Talal Asad’s work inspired Chidester’s critique of religious studies. Their work complements
each other on how a new discourse of religion was part of a political project. While Chidester
focussed on how the study of religion was constructed on the colonial periphery, Asad’s work
focussed on the co-construction of religion and the secular in the centre. But Asad’s
engagement with the study of Islam led him to consider a discourse of religion that predated
modernity, or one that escaped the impact of modernity. In this dimension of Asad’s work, we
might find a decolonial strategy that escapes the grip of colonial modernity. I will highlight both
dimensions of Asad’s work, the one that matches the work of Chidester and one that goes
beyond his work.
Asad’s critical comments on the study of Islam in anthropology predate his general work on the
study of religions. His first critical essay on the study of Islam was published in 1986, while his
first essay on religion, in general, was published in 1992 (Asad 1992; Asad 1986a). This goes
against a general dogma in religious studies that focusses on the multiple, which is then applied
to the singular. Max Muller’s dictum “'He who knows one [religion], knows none” captures this
perspective. Beginning with one, Asad rejected models for the study of Islam that emphasized a
contextual interpretation of religious meaning (Gellner and Geertz), or that emphasized inner
experience (Wilfred Cantwell Smith) (Asad 1986b, 8; Asad 2001, 214). Against prevailing
theories in the study of Islam, Asad offered a discursive approach. Islam
… should be approached as a discursive tradition (emphasis mine) that connects
variously with the formation of moral selves, the manipulation of populations
(or resistance to it), and the production of appropriate knowledges (Asad 1986b,
7).
Self and society were constructed in and through religious discourse. Religious language
inscribed a moral universe of values and practices. Asad was drawing on the insights of
Wittgenstein, MacIntyre and Foucault to think of Islam as a discursive tradition that predated
modernity. In this early article, Asad assumed that his reflection on Islam would be application
to other religions as well, particularly Christianity.
Asad’s critique of prevailing theories in the anthropology of Islam was followed by a general
critique of religion in modernity. Through a genealogical study of the term in the history of

modern Europe, Asad showed how a new discourse of religion was constructed in the church, in
Western judicial thinking, and the academic study of religions. In place of an embodied and
disciplinary set of practices, religion conceptualized a separate and distinctive sphere of life.
Religion in this new discourse inscribed belief and assent as the essence of religious life.
Theories of religion in the academy supported and confirmed this political and social
development. Eventually, this new discourse of religion was also imposed on the rest of the
world through colonial and post-colonial state formation (Asad 1993). In a related study, Asad
turned attention to the discursive construction of the secular and the religious as inseparable
binaries. Here he shows how the conceptualization and use of religion in the discourse of the
modern state was vital for the construction of the secular. Religion and the secular were
discursively co-created for modern society and state: “Religion has been part of the
restructuration of practical times and spaces, a re-articulation of practical knowledges and
powers, of subjective behaviors, sensibilities, needs, and expectations in modernity” (Asad
2001, 221).
Asad’s reflections focus on two discourses, only one of which he shared with Chidester. In the
discourse of Islam, he proposes that scholars pay attention to practices that inscribe and
impose a moral universe. Other traditions like Christianity may also be studied in the same way.
But this discourse was not the discourse of religion that emerged with colonial modernity. Asad
identified the creation of a new discourse of religion in the history of modernity. This discourse
came into being through the transformation and invention of terms such as religion, ritual and
myth. Religion in this sense was not associated fundamentally with practices, but with
inwardness. It was inextricably related to modern state formation and imperial domination
(Asad 1993).
The two discourses were co-existent in the modern world. The one represented a discourse
inherited from the past, and the other created for the modern state, colonialism and empire.
Concerning the first, some of the studies that followed Asad’s insights have shown that it was
under constraint and pressure from the second. The work of Saba Mahmoud and Charles
Hirschkind may be read as Islamic discourses that rejected or ignored the impact of a Western,

colonial discourse of religion (Mahmood 2005; Hirschkind 2001). Other studies have focussed
on the discourse of religion, showing how it was imposed and promoted around the world. In
what they call “religion-making,” Dressler and Mandair’s edited volume is an insightful
testimony of the efficacy of this discourse of religion in modern state-making (Dressler and
Mandair 2011; Mandair 2009).
I see Asad’s focus on two parallel discourses as a decolonial strategy waiting to be identified.
Firstly, he showed how the study of religion as an objective and impartial study of religious
phenomena was rooted in a modern, colonial and post-colonial project. At the same time, he
pointed to an alternative discourse of religion that escaped this domination. If the first seemed
like critical theory that unmasked the power of the discourse of religion, this second discourse
was founded on a more careful reading of the specific religious discourses of Islam, Christianity
and the like. This second discourse holds promise for a decolonial study of religion.
Scholars of Islam have challenged Asad’s description of this discourse which has escaped or
ignored colonial modernity. In particular, it has been pointed out that Asad excluded any selfcritical or self-reflective terms and practices in the discourse of Islam. Ironically, it displayed a
religious language game as one committed to devotion and perhaps blind acceptance of
tradition (Asad 2020; Ahmed 2017; Moosa 2020; Tayob 2018). His representation of the
discourse reflects the very discourse of religion that he has rejected. Asad’s identification of
discourse in the long history of a tradition may be open to critique and refinement. But it is
more important to recognition is legacy in identifying two discourses that challenge’s Chidester
analysis that make no room for religion outside empire.

Charles Long (1926-2020)
As a scholar of religious studies, Charles Long played a prominent role in the development of
the discipline of religious studies from the 1960s. He held prominent positions in academic
societies, including the presidency of the American Academy of Religion (1973), and the Society
for the Study of Black Religion (1987–1990). Long’s essays collected in an anthology published
in 1986 demonstrate again two distinctive but related dimensions that I have identified in

Chidester and Asad (Long 1986). This first is devoted to critical reflections on the discipline and
the second focuses on critique embedded in religious practices and myths. In the first
dimension, Long should be considered as a precursor or leader in post-colonial criticism. Like
Asad and Chidester after him, he pointed to the imbrication of the discipline in empire. But
there is another dimension of Long’s work that matches this disciplinary critique. And this is his
appreciation of the critical dimension within religions, particularly religions that bore the mark
of slavery, dispossession and conquest.
Long approached the study of religion as an exercise in hermeneutics. He believed that religious
myths in particular revealed something fundamental about the human condition at a particular
point in time. He declared his debt to his predecessors (William James, Rudolph Otto and
Mircea Eliade) for providing a set of tools to identify this human condition revealed in religious
traditions (Long 1967; Long 1986, Introduction). But subjecting the study of religion to
hermeneutic suspicion, Long was not only interested in the deep unchanging nature of the
human condition. In an inaugural address given at the Department of Religious Studies at the
University of Colorado (Boulder) in 1980, he analyzed Max Müller’s definition of religion
through Aryan mythology as part of a political project for German identity (Long 1986, Chapter
One). In another essay published in 1978 (Chapter 5 in Anthology), Long deliberated on the
centre and the periphery dynamic that played a key role in Eliade’s theory of religion. In Long’s
view, this particular dynamic could not be dissociated from the European mission of civilization
that divided the world between an ordered centre (Europe, West and Christianity) and a chaotic
periphery still to be colonized (Long 1978). Clearly, Long applied a hermeneutic of suspicion to
the discipline in the 1970s whereby he accepted key terms in the field but pointed to
alternative meanings than those dominant at the time.
But there was a second dimension in Long’s work that complements this disciplinary
engagement. These essays make up Part III in the published anthology. One essay entitled
“Silence and Signification” guides us in the reading of African American religions (Chapter 4,
first published in 1969). Long reminds readers that silence has played a significant role in
academic reflections since Pascal. For the study of religion, the silence of the oppressed should

constitute a central part in the study of religions. He was particularly critical of the study of
African-American Religions which focussed entirely on outwards acts while ignoring their inner
dimensions (Chapter 9). This does not mean that Long ignored the materiality of religions. In
1976 (Chapter 10), Long compares W E Du Bois’s analysis of Black Religion with that of William
James and Rudolph Otto. He shows that du Bois’ closer attention to the songs of the Church led
to better insights on black religion. In a related essay on black experiences of God, Long turns to
“slave narratives, sermons, the words and music of spirituals and the blues, the cycles of Brer
Rabbit and High John, the Conqueror, stories.” He finds that “(t)he essential element in the
expression and experience of God is his transforming ability” (Long 1986, 193). Following a
critical hermeneutic lens, Long pays close attention to the discourse and practices that
constitute Black religious experience. These practices and discourse reveal the conditions of
being black and slave in the Americas.
Like Asad and Chidester after him, Long’s work turns our attention to the theory of religious
studies and religions. His critical reflection shows that his engagement with the discipline goes
back to the 1960s. While working with the methods and theories of the study of religions, he
was revealing critical dimensions of the colonial condition. One the second leve, his work opens
a window to appreciate critique within a religious discourse. It showed a level of self-critical
reflection in religious discourse that one is at pains to see in Asad and Chidester. In their work,
religious discourse is either immersed in uncritical acceptance (Asad) or conflict (Chidester).
Long’s hermeneutic of the expressions of religious life add signicant content.

Concluding Remarks
I have offered a close reading of Chidester, Asad and Long to propose that their work should be
included in a decolonial library in the study of religion. My critical reading of their work
identifies their central role in the discipline, but also their critical engagement with it. In each
case, I have identified two distinctive dimensions in their work. The one is devoted to a critical
anti-colonial reflection on the discipline. The second is related to the first and reflects on how
to do religious studies after critique.

A closer look at their critique of the disciplines shows a progressive disengagement. Long
accepts the discipline and expresses his debt to its founders, but his work raises some serious
issues with what scholars in the centre do with the terms and theories. His critical analyses of
the use of terms, from the primitive to the centre and periphery, shows the link between the
discipline and colonialism. Moreover, he raised these long before the Copernican turn in the
study of religions celebrated in recent times. Asad’s reflections on Islam and then religion takes
this critique to a more general level. He questions the creation of religion as a binary
construction of the secular in this new world. Coming later, Chidester points to the formation of
the discipline in and through conquest. After these successive critical analyses, it is difficult to
see how the terms of religious studies offer any value, heuristic or otherwise, for the study of
religions.
But Long, Asad and Chidester do not take this route. The second dimension of their work offers
strategies to do religious studies after critique. Here, they offer very different strategies, each
inviting further development for decolonial approaches for the study of religion and religions in
a “pluriversal” academy. Chidester’s substantive work on African religion offers a strategy for
the study of religions created in empire. Religions, invented in conquest, continue to have an
impact in society and politics. In this new sphere, religious symbols and discourses are sites of
competition and power dynamics. Asad offers insights into religious discourse under the threat
of this new discourse of religion. Such discourses may be identities of resistance, or sites that
refuse to engage with the invented discourse of religion. Long’s reflections on slave religion
offer critique embedded within religious symbols and myths. His hermeneutical analysis of
religion opens a door to dimensions of the religious that elude Chidester and Asad.
It is Long’s hermeneutics that offers directions for decolonization without ignoring the critical.
As Long has shown, the hermeneutical does not have to be engaged in a timeless elaboration
and analysis of the human condition, the sacred or any such metatheoretical terms invented by
scholars. Hermeneutics has to be attentive to unequal relations built into the modern world.
But hermeneutics brings attention back to the religious actors within this unequal world. As a
method, he offers a way to go beyond the modern and its many different permutations. Long’s

work points to how religions may be read as creative and critical engagements with things
sacred and profane. Closer attention to self-reflection and critique within religious traditions
has escaped the attention of most protagonists of critical studies. Despite critical and
postcolonial scholarship, traditions continue to be regarded as sites of devotion, belonging or
implicit resistance. While the changing and dynamic nature of traditions are accepted, they are
rarely considered to be sites of self-reflexivity and critical reflection. Long’s work is an invitation
to acknowledge self-reflexivity in religious discourse in its complexity .
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