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Storytracking the
Academic Study

of Religion

he Arternte and “Numbakulla and the Sacred Pole” stand ar che crossroads of two

other storytracks, a crosstoads in the academic study of refigion. In recurning to
the Numbakulia story, we have come full circle, but now I will erace a searytrack
that interseces the one developed in the first two chapters. Ae this crossing a num-
ber of issues are raised, such as what is meane by the term refigion, how comparison
serves the study of religion, and what constitates the use and interpretarion of texts
in the study of religion.

On several occasions during the 19505 and 1960s,! Mircea Eliade referred to an
Arrernte text he had concocted, in accordance with his generic understanding of
religion, to establish explicitly that “the religious” is synonymous with “the sacred
center.” In 1987 Jonathan Z. Smith extensively criticized this aspect of Eliade’s work,
showing, first, that Eliade’s principal examples—the ancient Near East, India, and
the Arrernre—do not support the pattern he arrempted to establish, and second, ¢hat
while the "religious” is expressed and enacted in terms of “place,” it is done so ina
manaer much more complicated and varying than Eliade allowed.

The storytracks of Eliade and Smith ate two courses along which the academic
study of religion has developed. To analyze cheis crossing on this so-called Arrernee
example offers the opportunity both to further develop and clarify storytracking as
theory and method (imporrant in drawing this work to some ending, if not a con-
clusion) and to reflect critically on the academic study of religion.

Eliade's Starytrack

Eliade’s storytrack traces pareerns throughour the history of religions. The outline
of these patterns and relationships is discernable in the paragraphs preceding his
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presentarion of the “Numbakulia and the Sacred Pole” example in Australian Religions
“Far the Australians, as well as for other primitive societies, the world is always ‘thei
own world,’ thac is to say, the world in which they live and whose mythical histor
they know, Outside this familiar cosmos lie amorphous, unknown dangerous lands
peopled by mysterious and inimical ghosts and magicians. . . . These strange land
do not belong ro their ‘world” and consequently seill partake of the uncreated mod,
of being."?

In Eliade’s view, primitive societies and archaic peoples are exemplars of the re
ligious life. They are the least affected by history, which Eliade often saw as “tersi
fying.”* Australians, s «b origing, are exemplary of the religious life. Their supposet
primordialicy is why Ehiade, along with so many others, was intetested in Austra
lian aborigines. As hunter-gatherers, though contemporary, they are acknowledge
for being preagticultural, remnarnts of the Stone Age.*

For Eliade, cosmos (“world” or “home”) is a religious conception. It is the real
the known, and the familiar. That domain oueside of world or cosmos is chaos
uncreared and unreal, Cosmos has positive connotations: home and familiarity. Th
area beyond cosmos has negative connorations: dangerous, inimical, serange, uncreated
and chaotic. People know the werld in which they live not only physically bue als
as “myrthical hisvory,” that is, the svory of its origination, of irs first inhabirants: “Ye
even the most arid snd monotonous landscape’ can become a ‘home’ for the trib
whean it is believed to have been ‘created’ or, more exactly, transformed by Super
natural Beings. Giving shape to the land, the Supernatural Beings at the same tim
made it ‘sacred.” The present countryside is the result of their work, and they them
selves belong to a realm of being different from that of men.™¢

Cosmos, home, and land {mote or less synonymous} are “sacred” (i.e., religious
because they are given shape and meaning by supernatural beings. Eliade’s view o
religion depends on the existence of separate (i.¢., ontologically distinct) realms {th
realm of humans and the realm of supernatural beings), separate kinds of being
(humans and supernaturals), and separate kinds of time (human time and the tim
of the primordium, the beginning time}: “The epoch when the Supernatrural Being
appeared and began to eransform the world, wandering across immense territories
producing plants and animals, making man as he is today, giving him his presen
institutions and ceremonies~—this epoch was the ‘Dream Time.' . . . This mythica
time is ‘sacted’ because it was sanctified by the real presence and the activiey of th
Supernatural Beings.”” The human world is dependent on the supernarural work
in that it was created, given order, and made “real” by divine action, which occurre.
in the beginning time. Myth, as narrative, presents the history of the actions of th
supernarural beings in the beginning time. The presence and acrion of the super
natural beings in the beginning rime are the grounding for reality, cosenos, ordes
and meaning—in short, for the religions,

While myths tell the history of creative actions of the supernarural beings in eh
remote time of creation, this time can be “reactualized” by human beings throug!
the enzctment of ritual. As Eliade wrote: “But like all other species of ‘sacred time
although definitely remote, it is not inaccessible. It can be reacrualized throug)
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rirual.”® Ritual is modeled on the creative and transformative actions of the super-
natural beings. To perform ritual is co replicate the acts of che gods, and thereby it
is a mesns of reacrualizing the beginning time, the religiously most potent time:
“Everything which fully exiets—a mountain, 2 water place, an insticution, a custom—
is acknowledged as real, valid, and meaningful because it came into being fn the
beginning.™

Eliade builds a rightly interrelared special vocabulary: religiows, primitive, cosmas,
supernatural being, in the beginning, real, meaningful, valid, myth (ie., sacred history}, and
ritual, Human beings are religious when they live in a world that is created, trans-
formed, or founded by supernatural beings in 2 primordial time whose history is re-
counted in myth. Human beings act religiously when. they replicate and thereby
reactualize the creative acts of the gods.

While “in the heginning” denotes the religious in temporal terms, it is the cen-
ter that denotes the religious in spatial terms. To make this poine Eliade calls on rhe
Arrernee example of “Numbakulla and the Saceed Pele.” In the midst of ¢his account,
Eliade wrires: “This pole is charged with impottant symbofism and plays a central
role in ritual. The fact chae Numbakulla disappeared into the sky after climbing ic
suggests that the Bawwa-anwa is somehow an axis mundi which unites heaven and
earth. . ., the axis mundi . . . actoally constirutes a ‘center of the world.’ This im-
plies, among other things, that it is a consecrated place from which all orieatation
rakes place. In other words, the ‘center’ imparts structure to rhe surrounding amoz-
phous space.” ' The center place is then the religious place. It is where human
beings have access to the supernacurals who withdrew back into their world at the
conclusion of their crearive actions in the beginning time, and it is the place that
provides erientation—and thus defines cosmos, real, and meaningful-—{or religious
human beings. Eliade dramatizes the importance of this center by citing the instance
in which the Tjilpa ancestors died when they broke their pole: "Seldom do we find
a more pathetic avowal that man cannot live without a ‘sacred center’ which permits
him borh e ‘cosmicize’ space and to communicate with the cranshuman world of
heaven.”!!

Eliade's view of religion largely determines the religions in his culturally and
historically specific seudies; that is, only what conforms with this view is seen as
religious. By rhe cime Eliade arrives ar the study of Australian religions, it appeats
that his understanding of religion has become for him ehe primary reslicy. The ab-
steact and universal character of his view of religion corresponds with his view of
hierophany, that is, that che truly real seands, in principal, apart from irs specific
historical manifesrations. His understanding of religion provides a grid, a lens, by
which not enly to recognize the patterns and actions rhar define religion among
culeures throughout the world but also to stmulate aspects of a particular tradicion
so that it will adequaeely fit the reality. His abstrace model is no longer a map of
some rerricoty; tather it engenders the territory. In his study of Australian religions,
Eliade is cerrainly not developing and revising his theory of religion with Austra~
lian data (an accommodative process), nor is he apparently comtent to understand
and interprer Australian culrure by the instantiation of his model of religion on
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Australian cultural and historical materials (a projective process). While evidence of
the latter aperation is presens, Eliade is, to an extent, also cteating an Australian
aboriginal simulacrum based on his generic understanding of religion. However, this
critique of Eliade’s scudy of religion must not be confined only to his study of Aus-
eralians, His approach to comparison and his essentialise understanding of religion
are academically questionable in the extent te which they unite to create simulacra
of religions, 2s in the Numbakulla rext.'?

Eliade’s approach to and understanding of religion have in many respects estab-
lished the academic study of religions throughout the world. His introducrien of
categories of place—time and space—not only assisted in the study of diverse reli-
gious traditions but alse provided a language not explicitly theological at a rime,
the mid-1660s, when the academic study of teligion was being established in state-
supporced American universities.’® Much of the academic study of religion remains,
to some extent, on this storyerack. Although I think it is no longer so fashionable to
base an academic study of religion explicitly on Eliade’s work, I belteve it will be a
long time before the essentialist and nonscientific'? foundations implicit in his seem-
ingly neutral categories and methods will be adequately acknowledged and criti-
cally engaged, Bue it may no longer be possible to fully realize the degree to which
seudies conducted in this manner have created simulacra that are now considered,
indeed have become, primary realities. Storyeracking may at lease reveal the other-
wise tacit methods. The study of religion from the perspective of Eliade’s scoryerack
involves using the methods of comparison to recognize, in the diversiey of culeures,
the familiar patterns of “the religious,” as he understoad it, despite their being dressed
in a multiplicity of cultarally specific guises. The comparative rask focuses on iden-
tifying, and simulating where necessary, sameness despite diversity. From Eliade’s
track, one sees as religions what conforms with the definitive patterns; one simu-
fates examples to fill gaps and thereby complete the pacterns. The task appears to be
direcred Jess at comprehending religion as it eccurs throughout the diverse world,
though chis is often the stated motivation, than at establishing a parricular generic
view of religion as the pervasive reality.

Smith's Storybrack

Jonarhan Z. Smith’s storyrrack critically evaluates principles, methods, theeries, and
approaches to the academic study of religion. For Smith, religion is a “mode of con-
seructing worlds of meaning, worlds within which men find themselves and ia which
they choose to dwell. . . . It is the quest, within the bounds of the human, historical
condition, for the power to manipulate and negotiate one’s ‘situation’ 5o as to have
‘space’ in which to meaningfully dwell.”? According to Smith, as an academic term,
religion denotes a second-order category or idea that has exisred in the human imagi-
nation only during the last few centuries. Religion, bur not specific religions, "is
solely the creation of the scholar’s study. "' Religion is an academic caregory by which
to scudy aspects of the diversity of culture. It is not che study of a given sec of phe-
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nomena that can be distinguished by being somehow religious {as Eliade’s approach
would have it). Smith holds thae “there is no data for religion.”?” The study of reli-
gion for Smich necessarily demands being “relentlessly selfwconscious. Indeed, this
self-consciousness constitutes his [the religion student's} primary expetrise, his fore-
most object of srudy.”® Thus for Smith, the question of theory, of approach, is
everything.

In part because of Bliade’s powerful and persistent emphasis on place, whose char-
acrer is relevant to the way in which people designate order and meaning, place has
become a common and widely discussed religious and cultural category. In some
respects, following Eliade, place has been a persistent conceen of Smith's approach
to the study of religion. He holds that "once an individual or culrure has expressed
irs vision of its place, a whole language of symbols and social structures will follow.”!?
Widely discussed is his articulation of place in terms of the two categories, o kinds
of religious maps, that he labels “locative” and “utopian.” A locative vision of the
worid emphasizes place, whereas & utopian vision values being in no place,*® Nu.
merous works within the academic study of religion have followed from Smith’s dis-
cussion of these categorizations. Unfortunately, many of these studies, by raking
Smich’s categories as definitive, use them as a grid or a lens to see {or to simulate?)
familiar patterns in specific religions. Indeed, the locative caregory correlates well
with a ceneered view of the world as described by Eliade. But to my reading, Smith's
discussion of place is much richer and more complicated,

Whar Smith describes as maps makes better sense to me if they are thought of as
mapping strafegies. Locative and utepian as categories represent the extreme posi-
tions on a continuum. Neither, in practical terms, is possible to obtain or maintain
for any length of time or on any significant scale. The very impossibilicy of these
positions indicates that they are ideals, goals, or tendencies rather than caregories,
Furrhermare, in almost every real situation, the closer one becomes to either of these
positions, the more inceresting and powerful the other appeats—which demonsrrares
thae locative and utopian are interdependent, rather than separate, positions. In
actual religious cultures, the interaction between these polar positions is what is
almost always operative, not the realizarion of eicher position. Smith's locarive and
utopian categories, then, become only ways of describing religious strategies, all of
which then occur as the play berween the incongruiries,

Smith describes a third map, or as I prefer, mapping serategy, that supports my
interpretation, Perhaps becanse he leaves i¢ unlabeled, I believe it has also gone
annoticed, This strategy focuses on Smith's favorite theme, incengruiry, ot the
issue of fir. As Smich considers comparison, mapping, lving, and scholasship, he
acknowledges, following Paul Ricoeur, that “incongruity gives rise to thoughe.”#
It is the presence of difference, the lack of fiv, thar makes things interesting. Incon-
gruity is the sign of virality: “The dimension of incongruity . . . appears to belong
to yet another [besides locative and uropian]} map of the cosmos. These traditions
are more closely akin to the joke in that they neither deny nor flee from disjunction,
bur allow the incongruous elements to stand. They suggest that symbolism, myth,
ritual, reperition, transcendence are all incapable of overcoming disjunction. They
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seek, rather, o play between rhe incongruiries and to provide an occasion for
thought.”2?

Importantly, Smith believes chat similar dynamics should also be present in the
methods of the academic study of religion. This similarity is expressed in terms of
incongruicy. Of the academic enterprise, he writes: “We need to reflect on and play
with the necessary incongruity of our maps before we set our on a voyage of discov-
ery to chare the worlds of ether men.”>* This corcespondence will be deale with more
fully later in this chaprer.

Smith’s understandings of myth and ritual follow closely his views on the impor-
tance of fit in regard ro place. In sharp contrast with Eliade, Smith rejects che long
rradition of scholarship that upholds the distinction between the prirnal moment of
myth and its secondary application. He believes that “there is no pristine myth; there
is only application.”?* In ather words, myrh as narrative is used by cultures asa “strat-
egy for dealing with a situation.”?* Smith believes thae religious culsures use myth
to instigate compatison between the elements in the narrative and the aspects of the
lived situation to which it is applied. Myth, more than a charter, is the instigator of
thoughtful comparison: “There is delight and there is play in both the fit and the
incongruity of the fit between an element in the myth and this or char segment of
the world or of experience which is encountered. It is ¢his oscillation between ‘fit’
and "no fit” which gives rise to thought. Myth shares with other forms of human speech
such as the joke or riddle, a perception of & possible relation between two different
‘things.” Ir delights, it gains its power, knowledge and value from the play between.”?

In Smith's undetstanding of ritual, incongruicy appears ro play a different role.
He understands rirual largely in terms of its measure of control. Smith argues that
in the course of life, it is usually impossible ro control whae happens, Rirual solves
this problem becavse ic “represents the creation of @ controlled envivonment where the vari-
abies (i.e., the accidenes) of ordinary life may be displaced precisely because they are
felt to be so overwhelmingly present and powerful.”?” Thus, for Smith, ritual re-
solves the incongruities that are experienced in the course of life. Unlike myth—
which itself creates and plays among incongruities in the thoughe-provoking pro-
cesses that are religious because they engage in a “mode of construcring worlds of
meaning —riraal resofves the incongruities that are 2 given aspect of life. Seen from
another angle, Smith holds that ritual is performed in marked-off places. A ritual
place “is a place of clarification (a focusing lens) where men and gods are held to be
transparent to one anothee.”® Consistent with his view char ritual resolves incon-
gruiry, rirual is seen as clarifying or as focusing, as the domain where those things
that de not make sense outside of the ritual space are clarified and resolved.

Incongruiry is key to Smith’s understanding of both myth and ricual as principal
components of religion. However, the respective role of incongrity for the rwo dif-
fers significantly. On the one hand, myth introduces incongruity in order to give
rise to thoughr and thus stimulates and motivates the meaning-creation mode that
Smith defines as religions. Ritual, on the orher hand, seems o work at resolving the
incongruiries that are present in life oucside of ritual. Here there seems to be a shift
it Srnith’s appreciation of the provocative nature of incongmity. Ritual appears to
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serve the ideal, the “ought”-—determined somehow outside of and prior to the re-
spective rites—Dby resolving incongruity and by clarifying. In this way ritual articu-
lates both the recognition of incongruity and its fictive resolution.

Smith's storytrack ruas crosswise to Eliade’s. The laceer is a noncritical and non-
selferefleceive erajectory, bearing livtle i any motivation to engage Smich’s rrack.
But as a highly self-reflective approach, Smith’s track gains strength and clasifica-
tion in the process of criticism and comparison with other tracks. Smith is 2 persis-
tent critic of Eliade. He occasionally seeks out common data precisely to criticize
what he believes is Eliade’s methodologically unsound reliance on familiar pateerns
and established concepts, He goes beyond criticism ¢o demonstrate a more reason-
able (in his view) methodology, grounded on a close reading of the commeon dara. In
one major instance, Smith takes the opportunity to crivicize and compare his and
Eliade’s approaches by focusing on the Arrernce texe “Numbakulla and the Sacred
Pole.”

Crossed Tracks

Smich's Ceirical Analysis of Eliade's Incerpreration.

Smith presents an extensive crivicism of Eliade’s reading of the “Numbakulla and
the Sacred Pole” in “In Search of Place,” the first chapter of his 1087 book, Toe Take
Place: Toward Theory in Rizwd. In Seith’s analysis, Eliade focused his interpretation
on nine elements of the myrh.? To evaluate Bliade’s inrerpretation of che Arrernte
text, Smith compares Eliade’s account with its source, Spencer and Gillen's The Arwnta
(1927}, Smith shows that only one of the nine elements in Eliade's interprerarion
“can be accepted as Eliade has proposed them.” Three elernents (3, 6, and 9) are re-
jected entirely; five elements (1, 2, 4, 5, 2ad 8) requite revision.?® Eliade’s presumed
pactern of “center” forces him to “misread the text.” $mith writes: “By focusing on
the false causal relarionship—from broken pole to corporate deathbwwEliade has missed
the actual structure of the parrative.”®! In response to his discovery of Eliade’s mis-
reading, Smith offers “an alternative understanding of the myth,”¥?
By analyzing the sources of the texe,”® Smith discovers that the first part of the
text—whete Numbakulla creates the world, ending with his climb up the pole—
occurs only in Spencer and Gillen’s The Arunta (1927). The second patt of the text—
dealing with ¢he travels of the ancestors, the breaking of the pole, and the death of
the ancestors—is published in both rhe 1809 and 1927 editions of Spencer and
Giller’s work on the Arrernte, Corroborated by Theodor Strehiow’s observarion that
the Numbakulla prologue was concocted for Spencer in 1926,3* Smith concludes
that this portion is “an awkward hybrid,” probably “a Christiznized reinterpreta-
tion of Arandan myth. "% Smith proceeds to his alternative reading by “putting aside
the misleading and extraneous prologue of the myth of Numbakulla and his ascent
up the pole,”?” Thereupon Smith restricts his analysis to the incidenes of the broken
pole and the deach of the ancestors. He reports that he examined ninety-four inci
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dents recorded by Spencer and Gillen but ignored by Eliade® in order to interpret
these two incidents “set within cheir narrative frame.”?

In his presentation of an alternative understanding, Smith focuses on four of the
ninety-four incidents that make up the anceseral eravels. All four incidents are in-
tended o illustrate Smith’s conclusion that the ancestral parrative is “an itinerary:
the ancestors journeyed from this place to thar; something happened; for this rea-
son, the place is called 'so and so’; a feature in the present topography either was
formed by or memorializes this evenr; the ancestors moved on to another place,”
In light of what Smith believes is the typical narrative structure as determined by
his analysis of the broad narrative context, he argues thac the incidents of the bro-
ken pole and rthe dying ancestors are “not exrraordinary, highly dramatic events to
be lifted our and focused upon as having special cosmic significance. They ate com-
monplace happenings within the myrths of ancestral rimes. "% Smith contends that
“Eliade has missed che actual structure of the nasrative. Each incident has two parts
{again, typical of ancestral narratives): event and memorial.”? He concludes his
analysis: "By dissevering the double structure of event-memorial, Bliade has missed
the generative element of the myth. It is, above all, an eciology for a topographical
fearure in the aboriginal landscape of today. It is the memorial thar has priotity.™

Smith cites the academic literature on the Arrernte and on the Auseralian aborigi-
nes in general to suppore his extension of this alternative reading into a description
of the Arrernte understanding of place: “It is anthropology, not cosmology, that is
to che fore. It is the ancestral/human alteration of and objectification of the land-
scape thar has transformed che undifferentiated primeval space during the Dream-
time into a multitude of historical places in which the ancesters, though changed,
remain accessible. This is expressed in cthe myrhs,"#

Although Smith acknowledges that thete are numerous issues thar might be pro-
ductively considered in this myth text, he cencers on the “event/memorial” pat-
rern because it “will allow us to juxeapose two quite different understandings of the
Tjilpa myth and, by extension, two quite different ways of conceiving of place within
the study of religion."¥ In other words, Smith selects the issue that has the most
potential to engage an incersection of storycracks that define the academic study of
religion,

In Smith’s analysis, the establishment of Eliade's pattern of the “sacred cencer”
depends on only the Arrernte example and che Near Bastern examples that Eliade
drew on from che pan-Babylonian school. Having criticized the Arrernce example,
Smith turns to the Near Fastern examples, where he determines that “there is no
pattern of the ‘Center’ in che sense thar the Pan-Babylonians and Eliade described it
in the ancient Near Eastern materials.”¥ This leads Smieh to conclude rhar “che ‘cen-
ter’ is not a secure pattern to which data may be broughr as illustrative, ™8

Smith compares anew the Arrernten macerials with the ancient Near Fastern
materials. In contrast to Eliade’s comparative style, Smith finds that it is ¢he differ-
ences that are most illuminating and provocative, In the Arrernten view of place, he
atgues, topographical fearures are a byproduct of ancestral journeys, while the an-
cient Near Eastern materials reflect a strong inrentionality and deliberareness con-
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cerning the conseruction of place.*” When freed of the expectations concomitant to
the pactern of the “Center,” Smith suggests thar we mighe “classify and compare
differences wich respect to place.”®

From an academic perspective, Smich calls into question Eliade's pattern of the
“Center” on the grounds that the principal examples Eliade uses to establish the
pattern—Arrernten and ancient Near Eastern—do not hold up to critical evalua-
tion. In this criticism of a major element in Eliade’s tightly interwoven set of con-
cepts thar arriculates his view of religion, Smith calls into quesrion Eliade’s whole
theory. Smirk also criticizes the academic methed that is more or less synoaymous
with Eliade’s program, thar is, comparison motivated by the desice to find similar-
ity or sameness. Since Eliade's understanding of religion is nor so much theoretical
as it is ontological, Smith’s challenge is far mere than academic.

Critical Analysis of Smith's Alvernative Interpretation,

To appreciate Smith's work on the Arrernte, it is imporeant to comprehend that he
is not, stricely speaking, presenting (as he states) an alternacive to Eliade’s interpre-
tation. They are not reading the same texts. Eliade concocted an Arrernren text driven
by his view of religion. Thus, Eliade’s intention in presenting the Arrernten text is
not explanation or illustrarion, as Smith considers it to be. Smich divides Eliade’s
text presentation into two parts: a prologue, relating Numbakulla’s acts of creation,
and the broken pole and ancestral death incidents extracted from an ancesttaf narra-
tive. Smith uses an historical argument to set aside the prologue, allowing him to
focus on che ancesteal narracive. His interpreration of the prologue as the product of
Christian influence is presented summarily.®!

Int not foljowing Rurther the interpretative srudy of the prologue, Smith pursues
the Arrernten conception of place, which he finds discernable in the ancestral narra-
tives. He is motivated to interprec Arrernten myths by his interest in escablishing a
theory of ritual based on “place” and in challenging Eliade’s views and academic
metheds. The broken pole and ancesteal death incidents in Bliade’s account are only
two of more than ninety incidents thar Smith interprets in the myth ext from Spencer
and Gillen's Native Tribes. Althaugh Smith focuses his interpretation on these two
incidents, his interese is in the whole narracive, and thus the text he interprets is
rechnically not the same as that considered by Eliade.

The broken pole incident is within the accounts of the so-called “middle wander-
ings” of the Tjilpa ancestors, which were recorded by Gillen sometime between April
17 and May 15, 1897. The Arrernte raconteurs were almost certainly aboriginal-
English-speaking “police trackers” ot “stock boys” who worked for Gillen at Alice
Springs, or perhaps they themselves were the storytellers.’? These accounts are di-
vided inte four sections, cach one confined to the one group, or “column” in Gillen’s
rerms, of traveling Tjilpa ancestors. Spencer edited Gillen's journal for inclusion in
Native Tribes. His revisions were significant, but compared to other examples of his
editing, the published account generally reflects Gillen's journal. For Native
Tribes, Spencer maintained the group (or column) designations, numbered from one
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to four, as indicated by Gillen. However, for the publication of these accounts in
The Arunta, Spencer reorganized them. The fiest and fourth groups were exchanged
in identification, as well as in place. Spencer added significant general commentary
and several pages of new material between the first (the former fourth) group and
the second.

In the actempt to confirm Smith's view of the structure of these narratives, { have
analyzed the entire story in a mannet similar ¢o Smith's;*? that is, | have divided the
narrative into camps or named places.* I was able o identify ninety camping places,?
mostly on the basis of place names (see Table 1). A few places are indicared but not
named. For each camping place, I noted and tabulared the significanr acrions. Based
on the analysis of these camping places, [ can make a aumber of observations.

The nareative, as Smith indicates, is an itinerary. Camping places are almost al-
ways named and frequently their location is described, often in reference to places
known to late nineteenth-century Buropean Australians. These nonabariginal iden-
tifications were, | suspect, developed by Gillen’s informants for his benefit or added
by Gillen since they would be both unnecessary and irrelevant to aborigines. Occa-
sionally the route of travel is described, almost always with reference to waterways
or mountain ranges. On two accasions, the ancestors traveled underground; on other
occasions, they entered and exited the ground but did not ceavel,

Alrhough not in the published text in Native Tribes, Gillen’s journal account notes
that a pole, the Banana ot nurtuniz, is ereceed at every camp. As Smith indicates, the
presence of pales is consistently significant. The length of these poles appears to be
important: longer seems to be better; short poles may be cause for embarrassment.

Riruai performances are the single most common type of evenc at a camping place,
being performed at fifty-four of the ninery places, Often the ceremony is described
by Gillen as guadara andaitha, which Spencer usually renders as “sacred ceremonies”
or "Engwura.” Circumcision rites lariftha) are performed on twenty-one occasions,
most of them in additien to other ceremonies, A long series of ceremeonies calied
ampuyrtanurra (in The Arynta Spencer presents this teem as ungperta-ngarra) and asso-
ciated with the Tiilpa group is performed seven times.

A dominant narrative fearure, associared with forey-six camping places, is who is
present ae the location when ehe ancestors arrive, chae is, who they meet when they
arrive at a camping place. Those who are met are almost invariably identified by totem
group, social subclass,’® relative age, and gender. Occasionally the people encoun-
tered at a specific location also originated there; that is, the narrative describes them
as having “jumped up” there, The names of these individuals are frequencly given
by Gillen, indicating rheir importance to the Arrernce, bue the names are abmost
never included by Spencer. Almost withoue exceprion, the narrative indicates whether
or niot these persons have ricuals {i.e., I think, whetrher they own the right to ritual
performance} and a pole, Sometimes, if a pole is present, its general length is indicared.

Diescriptions of the interactions berween the ancestors and ehose people found in
the camping places constitute the bulk of the narratives for many camping places.
The narracives usually reconnt whether or not ceremonies are exchanged or shered
berween groups.’” Often there are ritual exchanges. On several occasions the male
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Table . Tjilpa Ancestral Wanderings: Analysis of Events at Camping Places

Camp Place Name A B C DEFR G H I Mol Meer Othess Leave Others Commenes
Group |

1 Okies Okarra] X

2 Therierita LT herievuia} ¥ X X Man

3 Atymikoata {Amymechoala) X X

4 Achilp-ilthunka {Achilpa ilthuka] X X Stone where man Wildcat man from Name mezns

was killed & Salt Water country “where Tjilpe
buried cut man to picces”

s Hnchipers wartoa {Errimiwarm] X Did not see two
Opposum
WOl

& Aurapuncha {Kalearatunimmal X X X Stelled 8 saw Wenc into

Plumtree men grovad, arose as

Plamtree men

v [Unartaopungal X X

8 Erlua X Few at various

spots
5 [Oralta] X X Two men
10 Arwurs-paticha [Awurapuncha} X X Ulpmerka men from  Two men Two parties join
Quinurnpa

11 Ursanguoia X X Two Magpie women

12 {Ilpalecta} X

135 Ilchartwa.aytiga Hchasrewanyniga]l X X Scone on end 1o

14

15

té

17

iE.]

9

20

2t

22
23

24

25

Alwwalls

Inchaclings {Incharalinga}

On to Salt Warer Country [Alfial

Group 11

Yungurra
Imnands

Feauna-reans
Ootaminna

Eethiputs [Urchipita)

“Small hill on Emily Plain™
[Atnyrsungwurumu.nial
Okirra-kulitha {Ochirakulichal
Itpai-chings {Irpaichingga}

Achilpa-interninja

Okilla-la-tunga

mark dancing
place

Stonme marked
camp site

Frog, Tjilps, White
Bar, Little Bar

Purala Frog woman
Men suffering
Erkincha & Unjiamba
man & woman
Unjiamba man &
WOman

Witcherty Grb
people

Purula woman

{Unjiamba)

Some men

Three Prog men .

One man

Akakia teees shed
plums like flood

Led by men with
latge erect penes
Divided into two
Zrowps

Fnitiste two women

Seen by Witchetry
Grub man
Ungperra-ngarea

Man carnie from
tjurungs

fromtinped) -
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Tablel  (comtenned)
Camp Place NMame A C D E F G H 1T Memoral Meet Others Eeave Others Comiments
Group 11
26 Tiir-uliea [Uddituetirral X X X Name means Ungperes-ngarra
“where blood flows
like river”
27 Ereos {Ertoal X Two women (Wild
Turkuey)
28 Arapera X X X Puruls woman One man Initiate woman
{Tiilpa
29 llchinga [Hehingga] X X Stone rnarked spot  Bulthara woman Mern tired
{EInjiamba}
30 Ungwnrna-la-wariks X Nazme mezns Twa Bulchara women  One Purula man
“where bone is {Enjiamba)
stuck”
31 Ichi-tira {Hohielearal X Two Unjiamba men & Oae Purala man
one Unjiamba woman
32 Iroks-intura X X Large group Tjilpa Local Tiilpa
men & warmnen
33 Asars X
34 “Spot on Harry Creek™ X X Sraetled Tjilpa man,
fUltundaukartwal Unjiamba woman
35 [Inkakilial X Unjismba man
36 Ungunja [Uachelka] X Panunga man
{Uinjiamba)
37 Apuaga X
38 Bure Plain [Amuliafinverniks] X X Bundicoor men &

b
40

41

42

43

45

46
47
48
49

50
51
52
53

34
5%
56
37

Ibchwarra {lchwara}
Hann Range gap
FOknicocherthers}

Hchinia-pinne (Tchinjapinal

Feachute

Inta-tella.wariks
{Intateiawszikal
Geroup I
Yungutrs
Urrapitchera

leaunchawarra
Truncira
Okir-okire
Aracherta

Chelpetl
tngapakunna
Ningawsrta
Alla {the nose}

Kupingbungwa
Enaininga
Itanira
Okinchalamina

A

P Mo Mok oMM

P oM

Tjurunga
represents head

WOL L

Carpet-saaice man

Bandicoor men
Old Parala man
(Tjitpal®

Pigron men &

WIS

Panunga woman

(Large Beetie)

Purula woman

{Warttle Seed)

Heard buljrourers in
distance
Place where sound
had come from
Too tited to carry
pole, dragged iv

Parnla man

Bulthara man

Otd leader Ungperta-ngarea
Reseed

Two Knmara

men

Puruiz man

d Parufa man  Made necklers, armlers,

& forchead bands
{rontimued)



Table 1. {continued)

Carnp Place Name A B C B E B G H I Memonsl Meetr Others Leave Orhers Comments
Gevup I
58 Lipuririka X O Pununga
man
50 Harewiura ® X Hole where
kauana stood
6o Elunjinga X X {ngperva-ngacrs
&r  Alpirakircha X X Old Kurniaza man Same man as Man had
Tiilpa found surtunja {poie}
62 Untimam X X Purula & Kumara Women had
women {Tjilpa) Durtunga
. 63 Ungatha X X Man suffering
R Brkincha
64 Udnirringintwa X X X Tioranga for dead;
hil for parya
mound
6% Alkirra-filima X X Cld Panunga man Ungperta-ngsrrs;
{(Unjisrnbu) man had nurcunga
66  Achichinga X Old Panunga man Tried to take pole
(Unjiamba) from man
&y Appulya Parachinm X X Old Bulthare man Man without pole
(Bagle Hawk)
68 Arrarakwa X Panunga man (Tjilpa} Man makiag pole
69 Bruoens XX Place on creek Old Bulchara Ungperts-ngarss;
where pole steod man man had poie
70 Unshilib-wichika X X Old Bulthara man Hotey Ant Parties mixed
{Honey Ant} people
! ) - . —— —_— I‘
i Large group Tijilpa of Parties mixed
71 Kurdeitcha X X ge group T)dpa
all classes
72 Linnzmed X Large grouap Water Parties did not mix
Beetle
73 Okinyumps X Stone marked Brolfe ;.;01;-, “tired &
place whese pole sad,” did not do
broke Ceremony
44 Unjiacherea X Thurunga for dead; Large group of
hikt for place of {injiamba of ull
deach classes
e e e Two men Led by man with
+s  Eeloacha [Ertoatchal X X . :
big peris that
dragged ground
g 46 Yapilpa X Dancing woman
44 Ulpemaltwitcha X X
78 Urichipra [Uritchipma] X MName means
“place of pichis™;
stens
79 Kurupms X X . Man
80 Poara X X Hawk womun Several men
81 Irpungartha [[epungarena} X X Hawk woman
82z Al-lemma X Hawk woman .
83 Ariltha [Ariltal X X Hawk men & women MI had big
penis
84 place near Lake Macdonaid % X Hawk men & wotnen  One man
X Fish man agperta-ngatte

8g Irincha

{contimed }



Tjuruaga deposted

Comments
Killed men

Leave (Others

One man
One man

Bandicoor men like

{rapercwa

Bulldog Anc woman

Meee Ochers
Quail women

where ariftha done

H f Mermoria
Stone marks spot
b

A B C D E F G

(continned)
Then wene norrh o Salc

Camp Place Mame
Warer

88 Irei-ipma [lcliipmal

Table 1.
Group 1V

86 Alknalilika
47 Iakuraro
89 Unnzmed
g0 Kuneitcha
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ancestors have sex with a2 woman met in a camp. In one incidene much is made of
the fact that this sexual act is in violation of the ancestots™ ritual law. The spread of
a sexually transmitred disesse called Erkincha is considered the result of this ricual
viglation. The Tjilpa ancestors observed another group performing cannibalistic acts.
Sometimes, becanse those encountered at named camping places owned ceremonies,
they were able to avoid the traveling ancestors, even to aveid sexual inrercourse with
them. This suggests the power of potency of owning rites. A minor but significant
narrative efement is that, unbeknown to the traveling party, they are sometimes seen
by others as they pass a given location, or others are in the viciniry of a place but the
traveling party does not see them.

Another significant inclusion (twenty-seven instances) is whether a person or
persons ate left at the camp when the ancestral group moves on. Who they arem
number, class, totern identiry, name, gender, and age-—is usually given, as some-
tirnes is the reason for cheir being lefr. Commonly, the narracive notes thar a descen-
dant of a person left behind by the ancestors presently lives ar char place,

There are several minor themes of significance identifiable in these “wandering”
incidents. Memortals are indicaced for fourtesn of the camps. Typically these are stones
or hills thar arise ar a camping place to memorialize some event, sometimes just that
the place is a campsite. Three of these memorials are unnamed places, with simple
descriptions of a geological feature, indicating where the pole was erected at the camp.
Twao of these are tjurangas thar are kept in storehouses, each representing a deceased
ancestor. One group of stones marks the burial place of 4 man the eraveling ances-
rors killed for his offensive sexuval conduct. A group of stones arose to mark a danc-
ing place. Fwo memorials are hills that arose to mark the place of a significant eventi
one where a group of ancestors died, the other where a ritual mound had been formed.
One group of stones marks where 2 group of ancestars were drowned and entered
the ground.

Only six places {and ewe of these can only be discerned from Gillen's journals)
have place names connected in any way—at least in any clear way te 2 non-Areernte
speaker*®——with the distincrive appearance or character of the physical place they
designate.’? At six of the camps groups of men either contracted or died from the
disease named Erdincha.®® Two of the memorials are associated with the death of
ancestors due to this disease: one records the appearance of a group of turungas and
the other the appearance of a large hill to mark the spot whese they died.

As four camips the ancestors changed their language, and ar four camps the old
men who had grown tired were eefreshed when the young men cut their azms and
gave the old men large drinks of eheir blood. At one camp the young men drank
their own blood.

The ancestral feaders of these groups have very long, erect penes, which are so
cumbersome that they threaten the progress of the groups. On one occasion, an
ancestor's penis digs a furrow in the ground as it is dragged along. These descrip-
tions of genitalia occur only in Gillen's journals, although oceasionally Spencer ae-
temnpts a highly euphemistic reference.

46 27

L}

90 54 21 4 6

Circameision performed.
Travel underground.

Source is Spencer and Gillen, Mative Tribas. pp. 402—¢ 17, and Gillen'’s unpublished joursals. Camping places are aumnbered and named.

The squaze bracketed names indicate where Giflen's journs] differs frorn the published aceount.

bThis old enan opened & vein and blood Hoaded the country and drownied the Achilpa men.
A = Pole ereceed.

*Ax this poine in the intinerary of Spencer and Gillew's The Arwnta, there are many exers stories.
The drowned men went into the grownd.

F = Blood drunk; usuatly yoong men give arm biood co chirscy elders.

E = Evkinche (sexual dizease} presene.
5 = Sewues] inrercourse performed.

B = Ceremonies performed.

<
K = Bodies painted by men.

13 = CUhanged language.

Totals

I

194
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According to Smith's understanding, "ancestral naeratives,” as widely distribured
it Australia, have the structure of an “itinerary,” which he describes in terms of five
elemenes:

. the ancestors joneneyed from this place to that

. something happened

. for this reason, the place is called “so and so”

a featare in the present topography eithe: was formed by or mermorializes this event
the ancestors moved on to another place.$!

A e R

Smith illustrates this pattern by presenting rwo incidents from the Tjilpa “wander-
ings” narratives. The fiest one accounts for the name Uritchimpa, meaning “the place
of the pitchis,” and che second selection accounts for the name Ulirulira, meaning
“the place where blood flowed like a creek.” However, from the preceding analysis
we now know thae of the ninety places only six are in sny way, at least explicitly in
the text, connected with the eticlogy of the place or place name, and for only one of
these is there a relacively clear sssociation of the place name with the cveats the
narrative describes as occurring in that place. Smith emphasizes element number 4,
the event/memorial seructure, as chat which most characterizes che zeroal strucrure
of the whole itinerary. Yet at only fourteen out of ninety camping places is there any
mention of a memorial, and only four of these memotials are kandscape features that
correspond wich significant ancestral evenrs described in the nareative.

Thus, in 8Smith's analysis of the five elements, mumbers 3 and 4 are not only atypical
but aceually quite exceptional. This leaves only structural elemenes number 1, the
ancestors journeyed from this place to that; number 2, something happened; and
number 4, the ancestors moved on to another place, Elements 1 and 5 are effectively
the same, the colncidence of point of origin and terminus; thus there remains only
the racher indistincrive iterative structure of elements 1 and 2: the ancestors travel
to a series of places, at each of which someching happens.

Smith continues his analysis by showing that the Tjilpa narratives are consistent
with the general pacrern he has described: “The Tiilpa ancestors come to a place.
‘They meet an individusl ot another group chat has a sacred pole and/er other sacred
objects. {Indeed, the lack of 2 pole is thought worthy of notice.) These objects are
shown to the Tiilpa. Some mede of social interaction transpires between the wan-
dering Tjilpa and che indigenous inhabitants—most usually a ceremony, but some-
times acts of violence or sexual intercourse. The Tjilpa ancestors then move on.”%?
This sers the context in which Smith focuses directly on the rwo incidents of inter-
est to Eliade: the broken pole and the resulting ancestral death.®® Smich’s analysis is
intended to demenserate the “event/memorial” structure of these two incidents and
to show that Eliade did not see this struccure,

Certainly, as far as Smith’s alternarive explanation of the "broken pole” incident
is concerned, his emphasis on “event/memorial” identifies structural elements thae
appear in at least these rwo episodes of the “wandering” parratives, although, at least
according to my analysis, he overstates his gvidence by calling them “typical narra-
tive unies,”® Mare significantly, Smith's alternative explanation thae “the genera-
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tive element of the myth . . . is. .. zn etiology for a topographical fezture in the
aboriginal landscape of today"** cannot be supported by the texc he analyzed ® The
parrative clearly assumes the prior existence of every one of cthe camping places and
almost all of the fearutes of the landscape. In only e few cases, such as those in which
a hill or stones arose as 4 memorial, does the landscape become transformed as a resule
of the presence of the ancestors, and these hills remain unnamed, In only ose inci-
dent is it relatively clear that the name of the place is the result of events recounted
in the narrative. Although some attention is directed in the narratives to the loca.
rion of mamed camping places, every one of them existed before the ancestors visited
them, as did the waterways and mountains. The prior existence of these places is
emphasized in that for over half of them, people ate present when che group acrives
and the narnes of places ate given to identify eravel destinations.

Although Smith holds that “an alternative understanding of the myth [ie., the
Atrernten myth presented by Eliade] must be proposed,”®” the effect of his approach
is to partiaily reconstruce the myth, presenting isolated exceprional incidents as eypi-
cal, to support an alternative understanding. Buc Smith and Eliade are not “read-
ing” the same rext. Smirh’s alrernative amounts to another reconstruction of 2 text
drawn from elemencs selected from the Spencer and Gillen published sources.

The Academic Study of Religion

Storytracking is a mechod by which to construct and compare narracives of coher-
ence that present various interpretive perspectives about z given subject. In the pre-
ceding secrions I have conseructed partial storyeracks for Mircea Eliade and Jonarhan
Z. Smith. I chose ra focus on these two scholars becanse of che measare of their con-
eribution to the academic study of religion. In constructing these tracks I have at-
tempted to examine some basic pringiples uaderlying their work, I have constructed
each narracive in anticipation of, and in hopes of, illuminaring the crossing of chese
tracks. In the previous section, the crossing of these tracks was concretized by focus-
ing on the “Numbakulla and the Sacred Pole” materials. Storyeracking pravides the
frame for comparison, it which each perspective accounted for may in turn be occu-
pied as the position from which to evalnate other interseceing storytrack perspec-
tives. Storyteacking prepares us to first take up Smith's position to evaluate that of
Eliade and rhen to stand in Eliade’s to evaluare Smith.

Thus, for example, from the perspective of Smith’s track, Eliade is undone—he
is weong and is replaced. Eliade's view of religion, his understanding of the com-
parative enterprise, his treavment of the Arrernte—all are “wrong,” at least in some
respects; minimally Eliade’s claims are overstated. His views and positions are to be
replaced, decidedly with rhose presenced by Smith. Yer, from the petspective of
Eliade’s storytrack, it might be szid that Smith has been too narrow,; he has not looked
broadly enough to Arreenten and other Australian aboriginal materials. Whae of the
emu-footed man? What of the casuaring tree chat serves as a ladder to the sky?%® What
of the broad ricual use of poles? And so on. Do these not function in some ways as
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center places? Do they not designate religious importance? What of the abotiginal
conjunction of the present with mythic time? Are not all aboriginal acts somehow
repetitions of the acts of the mythic ancestors? And, most important of all, Smith
surely cannot deny that this understanding of religion fits so many cultures other
than the Arrernte, so many, in face, that it is impractical even to attempt o recite
them all. Given this, how could the Asrernte not alse fit?

Any of dozens of points of comparison could easily be pursued in this fashion.
However, a more powerful frame of comparison is offered by storytracking when the
comparative vantage is apart from any of the stotytracks rraced. Here storytracking
is & method of critically evaluating and extending the purposes and interests of the
varions stories tracked. In this case, the crossing of Smith's and Eliade’s storyeracks
gives me the opportunity to comprehend and attempe to advance issues and ap-
proaches related o the academic study of religion. By comparing Smith and Eliade
ont the basis of my own interests and concerns, 1 am able to more fully understand
them, but I am also able to more fully undersrand und meaningfully engage in the
academic study of religion. I will not only place Eliade and Smith in the context of
issues I select; { will also ateempt to show how the storytracking approach suggests
meaningfil development of these issues.

Religion

What is meant by religion? For decades it has been a term widely discussed and con-
troversially defined. Most religion scholars have grown weary of the effort and have
lost interest in the discussion despite the widely accepted principle that a woed that
cannot be defined is a word of limited academic value. Such a conundrum as the title
by which the field—the academic study of religinn-—is identified is no smali reason
for broadly felt discomforr and embarrassment,

Eliade’s understanding of the term refigion is based on an a priori belief about what
it means to be human. Although he seemed uninterested in its academic history, he
unhesitatingly used the term to identify the human perception of chat which has im-
petus and origin beyond human agency, most frequently rermed “the sacred,” It is syn-
onymous with the real and the rrue. Religion, that is, the human apprehension of and
response to the sacred, is grounded in that which is received, revealed, and discovered,
The sacred breaks into the human world from other-than-human realms and in doing
so gives the human world meaning. Although the sacred is itself ineffable, it nonethe-
less manifests itself in distinctively religious patterns thar make up a category of phe-
nomena. With respect to their oigin and scruceure those things that are religious are
sui generis, that is, unique, Eliade held that the study of the religious for nonreligious
interests, such as soriology and anthropelogy, is reductive and misses the religiousness
of the subject. Religion is adeguately comprehensible only to those who know the
distinctive patterns of manifestation and appreciate that they are manifestations of “the
sacred.” It seems that the fundamental premise for this view is oueside of the academic
purview. Eliade's is an essentialist view of religion. Yet it muse not be forgotten that, as
shown in chapter 2, this essentialism, in practice, becomes a pervasive relativism.
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Eliade understood human history as only a streamn of unrepeatable events and
accidents, having ne meaning. Seemingly overwhelmed by the meaninglessness of
history, he sought ta ground wharever meaning was found in history in extrahistorical
reality. Meaning arises in the experience of history, or to cast it more in Eliade’s mood,
“suffering becomes intelligible and hence tolerable™ only when seen in the light of
ehe extrahistorical, which Eliade identified as evidenced in myth (“"sacred history™},
the accounts of the actions of supernatarals, History makes sense only in light of the
story of the gods. The historically concrete is secondary to the exerahiscorical be-
cause it is on the basis of the extrahistorical that the historically concrere can be
comprehended as meaningful. Eliade’s abstract generic understanding of religion
correlates with the excrahistorical grounding of meaning. It makes it possible for
him to identify as meaningful the otherwise random and unrelated concrere elements
of diverse culeures through time. Eliade's generic understanding of religion func-
tions in the study of religion as the extrahistorical does in the history of religion.
His understanding of religion is more real, mote dependable, than any of ivs histori-
cal and geographical manifestations. Apart from the meaning bestowed en history
and culture by his model, the concrete historical and culrural marerials are mean-
ingless and random.

Jonathan Smith's understanding runs counter to Eliade’s view, Por Smith, reli-
zion is a mode of human creacivity, I is always historical and cultural. Religion owns
no particular set of data; it is a category invented only a few cenruries ago to facili-
rate a pecaliarly Western and academic effort to make sense of a diverse human world.
The term is significane primarily within the academic community that invented it,
and it is nor a term rhat arises from or is somehow part of the identities of those
subjects thae are designated by its use. Smith directs the understanding of religion
to 2 “mode of constructing worlds of meaning.” For Smith, religion is human-based
and this~worldly. He reinjects hisvory and human historical actions as cthe oatologi-
cal basis for comprehension and meaning. The unigue,™ rthe extrahistorical, are in
themselves incomprehensible realities, if indeed they exist, unsuitable for academic
study because no reference can be made to them other than the historically and cul-
turally specific,

ToSmith, religion and its many consticuent subdivisions are always propositional,
always in the process of development and refinement. It remains at least possible
that the academic conseructions termed refigion can be deconstructed, rejected, ot
replaced. Hiscory (encompassing the cultural), for Smich, is the realm of greates realicy
when compared wirh academic construces, It is the absence of fit, the gap between
academic construct and the subject reality that vitalizes the academic process, which
is always negotiable.

The storytracking perspective offers insighe into Eliade’s and Smith’s strategies
of defining religion. The rechnical difficuley faced in the definition of religion is that
many of the subjects that seudents of religion want o include make absolute claims.
The claims are routinely described as being based on a spiritual, nenobservable, and
ineffable realiry. Tzken individually, these claims are seen as uncompromisable,
unconditional. For example, religions commonly make claims about the creation of
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the woeld, the existence of world-creacing gods, the foundation of truch, and the
destiny of human beings and the entire world. The problems arise in the atrempt to
comprehend 2nd affirm these uaconditional, often mutually exclusive and vniverifi-
gble claims, both individually and coliectively. The very character of the academic
enteeprise, demanding verifiable sources and a rational argumentation, seems to
oppaose the subject studied. I believe that both Eliade’s and Smith’s definitional serate-
gies have been developed in the attempt ¢o resolve this confounding problem.

To define religion as the ineffable or based on the ineffable, as Eliade often seerms
to do, allows the acceptance of muitiple unconditional claims. All such stacements
fall equally within the domain of the unexplainable. The price paid by this seraregy,
at least as an academic stracegy, is high. Given an interzctionist appreach eo inter-
pretation and given that interpretation is the work of the srudy of religion, rhe sub-
ject realiry must have a structure that constrains instantiations of theory made upon
it. The ineffable or the incomprehensible has ne graspable or identifiable structure;
thus it will allow any arbittary interpretations made of it. Studies of religion based
on this kind of nondefinition are “religious” in characrer; that is, they are conducted
on the basis of nonpublic experiences defined and described within a single identi-
fiable religious perspective. To hold thar all religion is founded on the incompre-
hensible is to negate the particulasity and distinctiveness of religions in any terms
ather than the diversity of human responses to the unfathomable. This approach
mystifies religien beyond the reach of academic study. Directed toward the study
of the history of religions, this approach focuses on apprehending “the sacred” in
its diversity of historical and cultural manifestations, based oo the unquestioned
premise that the sacred manifests ieself as “the center” and “in the beginning.”
This approach, when presenting itself as the academic study of religion, has been
an insufferable admixture of religiously and academically motivated studies, in-
terpretations, and preceding simulations, reflected oddly in the commonly used
field name “religious studies.” To the extent to which the study of religions is
understand as being inseparable from apprehending the ineffable, or even the study
of patterns of manifestation based on en a priori unverifizble assumption, the field
falls short of being academic, though it may serve the beliefs of religious scholars.
The difficulty with this understanding of religion is that the study of religion must
become, in part, the manufacture of simulacsa, bearing only the flavor o termin-
ology of varicus historical and geographical specificity so as to appear real. Un-
checked, this approach may becomes a weigheless system, a self-referential hyper-
reality, unmoored from any reality outside itself and making reference to nothing
that it has not itself constructed.

Smith’s strategy, meanwhile, shifes the grounds to the “lookers,” the academics,
Religion is an affair of the academy. In this strategy, religion is an academic cate-
gory used to investigate how a variety of buman cultures engages in cthe business of
making the world meaningful. Truth claims, statements of belief, and so on are seen
in this perspective as methods by which cultures make life meaningful. This approach
"saves” religion as z legitimate and possible subject for academic srudy. Yer, from

the perspectives of those subjects that are identified as religious, this view may ap-
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pear to dilute and even to deny whar they consider singular and unconditional claims,
to ignore that ineffable source chat is most fundamental, From the perspective of
some, indeed most, specific traditions, the academic study of religion, understood
in these definitional terms, may seem uncaring and hostile, Furthermore, when relin
gion is defined so broadly and vaguely as a “mode of constructing worlds of mean-
ing,” few human actions are immediately excluded as potentially religious.

Despite these problems, Smith’s views must be developed if there is to be hope
for an academic study of religion, Storytracking suggests ways to contribute. It sug-
gests, following Smith, that religion is a term that makes sense only when seen in a
ladic frame—the frame of meraphor, irony, and joke. Religion, in this light, is seen
as not only embracing the mutually exclusive, the logically incompatible, bue also
thriving on the insights offered by such a double or multiple perspective. Current
metaphor theory, thae, for example, presented by Lakoff and Johnson,”" holds that
metaphors are preconceptual; that is, they are the materials from which concept
networks are construcred. Metaphors are powerful precisely for the teason that they
not only conjoin but also equate two things that clearly are not even in the same
category. To appreciate izs power, religion must be seen in similar terms.

By permitting perspectives in conflict and by embracing perspectives thae are
mutually exclusive, storytracking enriches the academic understanding of religion.
By inviting mulciple and conflicting truths and objective perspecrives, scorytracking
qualifies rruth and relativizes objectivity, yet qualified cruth and relative objective
ity are oxymoronic. Indeed, a storytracking approach to the academic scudy of reli-
gion, as it appears in this second frame of comparing perspectives from the ourside,
participates in the realm of such structures as oxymoron, metaphor, joke, and play.
This approach to che academic study of religion must be appreciared as engaging
that frame of mind in which one may bath accept obiectivity and truth in the radi-
cal sense of singularity and, a¢ another phase of the oscillation, qualify and relativize
such pesitions. A storyrracking approach both appreciates the distinctiveness, au-
thority, and groundedness of each subject perspective and acknowledges that, when
compared, the perspectives may conflict with one another, be murually exclusive, or
claim to be based in realms beyond academic purview.

There are correspondences between this storytracking view of religion and Smith’s
discussion of a third, nnnamed map. In this map, people allow incongruities to seand,
seeking “rather, to play between the incongruiries and to provide an occasion for
thought.""? According to this view, in practical terms, all religious actions, all thet
we would term refigion, exist in the middle territory of negotiating differences, playing
among incongruities. Indeed, these are the key dynamics and operations Smith iden-
tifies as religious, Religions, then, are vital on precisely the same terms as chey are
foundational to the academic study of religion. The name I would suggest for Smich's
unnamed, third map~~or as I prefer to understand it, mapping strategy-—would be
“religion.”

Category theory is another related perspective from which to consider ehe defini-
tion of religion. The strategy by which the academic study of religion has attempeed
the definirional task has been to use what George Lakoff has called a classical theory
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of category, ™ Classical category theory is an objectivist theory in which a category
is seen in set theoretical terms. The feature thar distinguishes any member of the ser
roust distinguish all members of the set. Certainly a review of definirions of religion
confirms that this key distinctive feature is invariably sought. The most commen
distinction of religion has been che belief in god. This is the definitional criterion,
but it also funcrions in stadies of religion even when definitions are not explicit. For
example, the late nineteenth- and early rwentieth-cencury studies of small-scale
caltures, then called “primitives,” centered on “high gods” because their presence
was the distinctive feature that marked the existence of religion.

Lakoff's analysis of classical theory shows that it is inseparable from z set of
“familiar ideas™ (1) Meaning is based on truth and reference; it concerns the rela-
rionship between symbols and things in the world. (2) Biological species are natural
kinds, defined by common essential properties. (3) The mind is separate from and
independent of the body. (4) Emotion has no conceptual content. (5} Grammar is a
matter of pure form. (6) Reason is eranscendental in that it transcends—goes be-
yond-—the way human beings, or any other kinds of beings, happen to think. It
concerns the inferential relationships among all possible concepes in this universe ar
any other. Mathematics isa form ef rranscendental reason. {4} There is a correct, God's-
eye view of the world, a single cotrect way of understanding what is and i5 nor free.
(8) All people think by using the same conceptual system.” Lakoff's analysis has, it
seems to me, remarkable implications for the issue of defining religion. It appears
that ho matter how religion is defined, the definition will be constrained by the
familiar ideas wedded to the operative category theory, in this case the classical theory.
Not only are these ideas central to Western theught, but also many of them are fun-
damental to Judeo-Christian thought. Defining religion is then doubly grounided
in classical category theory and the Western religious view.

Lakoff shows that while classical category theory and its assumptions have been
espoused, caregories generally function more in the terms of his proposed prototype
theory of category. Although the theory is complex and cannot be considered fully
here, we can immediacely appreciate the significance of developing categories, and
thus definitinns, on the basis of prototypes, or “best examples.” Once a best example
is generalized as a categoty, other examples may be included by principles of exten-
sion. Lakoff's view illuminates the existing practice of defining religion, as well as
the difficulty expetienced in attempting to state definitions. Although I have not
made a full study of definitions of religion, it seems clear thar in most of them Chris-
tianity, or more broadly Abrabamic traditions, has served as the “best example” of
religion.”” Other “religions” have been incorporated in the category by some prin-
ciple of extension. For example, some traditions feature belief in more than one god.
While the prototype calls for belief in a single god, multiple gods may be included
by a principle of extension. Other principles have funcrianed. For example, tender-

ing the Western religious ideas of a belief in God in terms of the generic “nltimate
concern” allows the religion category to include even eraditions that are nontheistic
as long as they seem to hold some principles or beliefs as being beyond guestion.
Chains of extensions serve to increase the category still centesed on the best example.
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Even these simple extensions of category make utrerly complicated, if nor impos-
sibie, the statement of a distinctive defining feature demanded by classical categoty
theary.

While religion, as a modern academic category, has developed more on the order
Lakoff describes as a protorype theory, it has carried out ies definirional task in clas-
sical theoretical terms, and it has acternpted to suppore the underlying assumptions
of the theory. Definitions of religion are never open in the sense of being negotiated
in light of the diversity of experiences ene may encounter geographically and his-
torically because the tacit assumptions doubly bind us. Hidden to the definitional
process is the prototypical role of Westetn meonotheistic traditions, and it hides the
favorite ideas thac are implied by the operative classical category theory, Doubly
bound by tacit elements, the definition of religion can never be more than the pro-
daction of a precession of simulacra, asserting itself as a colonist map that engenders
a world in denial of all incongeuous territory.

It is often noted that Eliade’s underseanding of religion was most influenced by
his studies and personal experiences of Indian mysticism. However, it cannot be
doubited thar his discoutse about religion and his studies of the history of religions
rest firmly on distinceively Western assumptions of chassical category theory.

Of Smith's understunding of religion in kight of this discussion, more can now
also be said. By emphasizing map rather than mapping strategy, it seems to me that
Smith revesls a residual classical category theory. He wants containers in which to
put examples of things thar share the same ser of distinctive propereies. He names
the locative and utopian map categories. He discusses their distinctive characteris-
rics and offers examples that fie into these categories. By doing so, he encourages
others who perhaps unwirtingly hold a classical category theory to use these catego-
ries as models for other analyses. Thus, his third, unnamed, fuzzy category remains
entirely overlooked. However, I believe that Smich, through his persistent atten-
tion to difference and incongmity, broadly challenges classical category theory and
the ideas that accompany it. Furthermaore, it almost goes without saying that Smith's
view of religion—at least, what I have teased out of his third, unnamed mapping
strategy-—would displace Christianity or Abrahamic traditions as necessarily the “best
example” of religion. Or at least it would demand these traditions to be seen anew.
Should the implications of classical category theory be recognized as concerns in the
academic study of religion, Smirh's many studies thas emphasize incongruiey would

provide a productive point from which to begin a reexamination and revision. The
results would be a radical transformation of the discipline.”

Comparison

Comparison’ is a focal issue in Smith’s eritigque of Eliade. Eliade’s undersranding of
comparison is to use familiar patterns as a grid or measure against which to compre-
hend the common patterns or structures among the disparate data of diverse cul-
rures and to ehereby appeehend ehe presence of “the sacred.” The culrural elements
that match the given patteras are recognized as religious or as aspects of religion.
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Eliade's method is 2 motphological style of comparison that shares much with com-
parative anatomy, which served historically as its source, Morphological comparison
is srructural, shistorical, and phenomenological. Even the developmental implica-
tions of such teems as primitive and aschaic were not seen by Eliade as growth, progress,
or development in time. Demanding historical and cultural needs have motivared
this understanding of comparison, Eliade’s work in religion responded o the condi-
rions that arose in the late nineteenth century with the explasion of knowledge about
thousands of cultures the world over, which was a byproduce of Westera colonial-
ism and & producr of the rise of modern anthropology. This expansion was accomps-
nied by a shift in the use of the term avditnre from the singular form of ¢he word, which
denotes the extent of development of a people, to the plural, aufzurer, which denotes
the set of traits, practices, and parrerns char distinguish every group from all other
groups of people. In the face of such diversity, every effort had to be made to dis-
cover common bases——categaries and patterns—by which the diverse peoples of the
world mighe be interconnected. Eliade’s program served this need in the area of
religion. It served €o define the religions for all cultures, no macter how exotic or
different.

However, as the twentieth centuty progressed, it became apparent that the con-
rinued use of this comparative merhod tended ro diminish, even deny, the differ-
ences that distinguish one culenre from another. The success of this morphelogical
comparative method had the effect of finding, or simulating if not present, che same
patterns in every culture, no marter how otherwise diverse, For example, Eliade’s
discussion of the sacred center drew on ancient Neac Easteen, Indian, and conrem-
porary Australian abotiginal cultures to represene the same religious pareern. Cul-
tural and historical particnlarity and distinction were overlooked in rhe quest for
universality,

Jonathan Smith challenged this comparative method, demonstrating that when
materials are carefully presented in cheir historical and culeural particularities, they
do not so precisely fit che familiar pareerns. He showed thar it is the distincriveness,
che incongruities, raised by comparison that are the more interesting. Differences
give rise to thought; they demand the refinement of theory and method. Smith pre-
sented a model of compatison motivated by the discovery or illumination of differ-
ence. The gain is a fuller appreciation of the historically and culwrally specific,
Bliade's approach to Arrernee cuirure not only filtered out much but also concocted
what did not exist. It allowed to survive only highly select passages in the Arrernten
spurce texts, and these were severely transformed inro simulacra. The surviving pas-
sages were the structural elements ehae matched, or at lesst suggested, the corapara-

tive grid Eliade used. Only the items that confirmed of suggested the “secred center”
and #ts associated premises were seen. When correlate items were not found, they
were concocted. This process amounts o the deterritoeializavion of the Arrernte.
Smith’s approach, in contrast, placed the items that were of interest co him and Eliade
in their broader cultural and historical Arreraten and aboriginal contexts in erder to
more cacefully evaluate them, especially from the point of view of the culrure con-
cerned. His interpretive efforrs were focused on and motivated by che differences that
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were revealed in this kind of comparative operation. As Smith describes the process:
“A comparison is a disciplined exaggeration in the service of kaowledge, It lifts our
and serongly marks cerrain features within difference as being of possible intellec-
tual significance, expressed in the rhecotic of their being 'like’ in some stipulated
fashion. Comparison provides the means by which 1 ‘re-vision’ phenomena a5 ogr
data in order o solve our theoretical problems,”’

The storytracking approach engages ar least two tomparative frames. One type
of c?mpamrive operation is framed within the subject field, determined by the vari-
ous intersecting storyerack pesspectives. Each storytrack is a valued perspective. The
sum of storytracks thar have a common intersection makes up the subject. In series
each storytrack provides a place from which to comparatively evaluate all other pcr-’
spectives at play in the subjecr. Another type of comparison, consistent with Smith'’s
approach, atises in being relentlessly self-conscious as the one construcring and com-
paring the storytracks within a culrural and historical siruation. The frame, the car-
egory of sameness in which differences are examined, is of the scholar’s choosing.
Smich insists thar che scholar must be relentiessly self-conscious in selecting theory
and method or in choosing issue and subject, for these chojces shape all that follows.
The storyrracking approach affirms che importance of this self-consciousness while
acknowledging the enormous complexity and problemaricity of comparison. This
second frame raises, and must somehow address even if remporsrily, the issue of
comparison itself, which as Smith described it is this: “How am I to apply what the
ene thing shows me to the case of two things?” Or as Jacques Derrida wrote in his
characreristic style: “We must first 11y ro conceive of the commeoen ground, and the
différence of the irreducible difference.”50

Storytracking focuses on the issue of comparison by problematizing the relation-
ship between and among the items compared, expressed effectively through the
metaphors of gap and play. Storytracking follows Smith's lead in this respect: "Com-
Pacison requires . . . a methodological manipulation of difference, a playing across
the v‘gap’ in. the service of some useful end.”® Also: "Comparison . . . is an active,
at times event & playful, enterprise of deconstruction and reconstruction which,
kaleidoscope-like, gives the scholar a shifeing set of characteristics with which to
negotiate the relations between his or her theoretical interests and data stipulared as
exemplary.”8?

Storyeracking attempes a self-consciousness in two frames at once, That is, it at-
tempts to recognize at once two kinds of gaps—che gaps among the propused per-
spectives that constiture the drama of the subject and the gap that exists between
the scholar (the storytracker or the comparer) and the field of the subject. Story-
teacking holds that comparison is possible only through the interaction of these two
ﬁ-mes‘s.‘}

Cettainly comparison may occur in a serial fashjon by indwelling any one or more
of the perspectives represented as the complex subject. This comparison is facilitared
or made possible by the identification, however fortuitously, ™ of the poinr of inrer-
secting tracks. In the present example, we have shown that it is possible to compure
Eliade to Smith and Smith to Eliade. The terms of the cothparison are grounded ar
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the crossing of their tracks, the identificarion of sameness or an atena of relatedniess.
Such comparison might be motivated to find either similarities or differences, bur it
can never be legirimartely performed withoue conceiving of common ground. The
common ground is always, in some sense, a category. The category frames the com-
parison. It determines the terms of the comparison. ft assumes that the subjects to
be compared have at least some representation in the category that controls the com-
patison; otherwise compacison would be impossible. Comparison is considerably
entiched if a prototype theory of categoty is self-consciously employed.®

A second kind of comparison (theeretically inseparable from the first because jx
precedes and shapes it} arises in the acknowledgment that rhe storytracker {ehe schofat,
“the looker”) lras perspectives enrirely separare from chose of the subject studied. It
is this perspeceive that shapes the vocabulary, the limitations, the type of category
theory, and the extent of the seorytracks charted within the chosen subject of study.
Ic is this perspecrive that determines ehe terms of the comparison, accomplished
largely by the selection of che intersection points of two or more storytracks. The
academic operation thae facilicates self-consciousness of this influence is itself com-
parative. The academic’s storyerack, though often more tacit than the tracks of the
subieces, also intersects chem. The arademic operations that are required to main-
tain legitimacy of the interpretations of the subject seudied are comparacive, The
results of an academically framed comparison are on the order of constructing a ge-
stalt, that is, some view of the whole chat 15 differenc from the sum of its parriculars.

Comperisen represents the academic field of play. As the academic establishes the
teras of comparison by designating storyeracks and crossing places, this person cre-
ates and construces domains of interplay between the motivating interests and needs
of an academic study and the elements of che subject studied. The rerms of compari-
son and the comparative analysis are the tools the academic wields or, to maintain
the metaphet, che equipment or toys of moves by which the academic plays. The
interplay may be infinitely cteative, yet it is subject to the rules and boundaries thae
ensuse che legitimacy of interpretations and che demonstration that incerpretations
created by comparison are adequarely constrained by the structures of the subjece
realizy,

Incerpreracion

Ineerpretation, [ argue, is the ptincipal academic operation. All descripeion, presen-
ration, translation, and explanarion imply interpretacion. All comparison supports
interpretation. Interpretation is motivared by the perceived condition of incongru-
iry, incredulity, and incoherence, Interpretarion is motivated by the emotional force
of surprise of confusion, Intecpretation is directed toward overcoming the gap, fili-
ing the chasen, by the creation 2nd discovery of coherence. Cerrainly, coherence must
be seen as a tempotary and local achievement, serving issues external to the subject.
Incongruity or incoherence is always 4 condition of particular refationships with 4
given subject, net a condition inherent to the subjece. Coherence must be won
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theough the application of local and temporary criteria of order and meaning. The
inreractionise approach to interpretation, to my understanding, is necessary,

In the case examined, Eliade did not appear co interpret his subject at ajl. Rather
he presented the Arrernten example of “Numbakulla and the Szcred Pole” as illus-
tration of exemplification of patterns apparencly aleeady won. But, the storyeracking
analysis shiowed that even these apparent presentations were not without elements
of interpretation, aithough racic. In an interacrionist model, Eliade used 2 projec-
tive method, that is, he kept his theory of religion invariant and reconscructed his
subject, although beyond legitimate limnits, o cohere with his theory. But from
another point of view, both more saeisfying and disturbing, it has been shown thar,
at leasr in this cese, Bliade was not so much interpreting Arreence culture as simu-
lating how religion——the generic and universal religion he held to be the founda-
tion of reality—ought to manifest in this calearally specific aboriginal setting.

Smith presented an alterpare interpretation to Bliade’s, which Smith had, through
criticism, deemed to be errppeous. His treatment of his sources was for the most pare
overt and clear. The style of Smith's presentation suggests an openness to the inter-
play berween an accommadarive style of interpretation, that is, where theories are
adjusted in light of the subject, and a projective stvle of interpretation, that is, where
theories are held invariant and instantiated on the subject. However, his interprera-
tion that the structure of the ancestral narratives coheres on the principal of "event/
memotial” engaged in 2 projective method of interprecation chat, like Eliade’s, aver-
stepped the limics of legitimacy. Further, bur at a different level, it may be suggested
that Smith, rather than interpreting the Arternte, was simulating a difference dressed
in Arrernte garments to serve the terms of his preceding convicrion abeut the im-
portance of difference in comparison in order to criticize Eliade and to establish his
OWR POSiEIon.

Notably, both Piaget and Eriksen, who developed the models of accommodation
and projection, saw them as interdependent, interactive, and oscillatory.® While it
is possible to analyze human development into stages at which one or the ether pro-
cess is dominant, both are necessary to psychologically healthy human development,
Either srrategy practiced exclusively eventually constitutes pathology. Both psycholo-
gists represented the interaction and inrerdependence of these methods in che terms
of play, that is, an oscillacory interplay of accommodation and projection. Academic
studies can find inspitation and direction in these studies. Interpretacion may be
analyzable in terms of the distinctive interpretive methods: accommodation and
prajection. Yet in practice both must, in principal, be present. One is dependent on
and interactive with the other. Each realizes ies poteatial in terms of the force and
constraining effect of the other.

Academic methods are often seen as linear and progressive, perhaps not unrelated
to theories of human development. Accommodation is a process of theory forma-
tion. Theoties are subject to alteration and development initiated by a response 1o
the incompatibility of theory wich data. However, as theory is refined, it attains a
less negotiable status. Once this status seems clear, argumentation is repleced by
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exemplification, and eventually simulation replaces interpretation. Yet, this process
and the implied logical sequence, are misunderstandings of theory and interprera-
tion. Theory is of interest only as long as a “maybe not” accompanies the “maybe.”
Theory is only one element in the required pairing that results in the construction
of meaning. Theory and subject are always ewo sides of a chasm that must be in an
interactive process of negoriarion. While it may be possible to isolate and idencify
an instance of a projective method of ineerpretacion, all instances should have some
residual awareness that accommodation is also necessary. When theory is fitmby es-
tablished, exemplificarion becames simply a covert practice of projective interpre-
tation. Interpretacion is always a process.

Simulation, which differs from exemplification in not having to be irymediately
constrained by subject reality, is in itself not illegitimate. However, it runs che high
risk of being immediately devoured as real. In the absence of the real, simulacra,
though hyperreal, are usually not distinguished from the real. Realiry devours simu-
lation. The tendency is roward pure simulacra.

The storyeracking approach firmly confirms the imporeance of the integpreta-
tive process. It is not a nentral or higher perspecrive from which to choese among
other approaches. Rather it is a method of exercising responsibility in a situation
in which the scholar accepes the creative freedom of interpreting the subjece stud-
ied. A muleiperspecrival approach concedes at the outset thae it is not possible to
choose a single perspective, & single paradigm or model, that will produce truth
or full satisfaction.#” Storytracking rejects monism, pursues the multiperspectival,
and requires thar critical self-consciousness be present throughout the encire intet-
pretive process.

The storytracking appreach requires the oscillation or play between two concerns
or two methods of interpretation, that is, accommodation and projection, and two
logical frames, that is, the subject frame, which is autenomous ro any attempt to
study it, and the frame that conjoins the subjece to the perspectives and processes by
which it is studied. The second frame is defined as enabling the interactive interpre-
tative enterprise char conjoins theory and subject, interpreter and ineerpreted. It
affirms the absolure chasm between the interpreter and the subject interpreted by
demanding that the construction work of interprecation, which attempts to rempo-
rarily bridge the chasm, be done self-consciously and self-critically,

The storytracking approach acknowledges as necessary and unavoidable the im-
pact of the “lookers” on those who are being “looked at.” It affirms their inevicable
interdependence while, ar the same time, it depends on the absolute autonomy and
independent existence of the “looked at.” The storytracking approach willingly ac-
cepes that subjeces can never be wholly known; indeed, to be wholly or fully known
makes lictle sense, given thac meaning and knowledge are products of an cagoing,
interactionist interpretive process. Srorytracking celebrates the creative and construc-
tive roles of explanation and interpretation without shirking the responsibility to
strictly discipline such creativiry. It accepts that the whole explanatory enterprise is
as thoroughly morivated by the explainer’s quest for self-knowledge as by any neu-
tral, merely academic, or humane interesr in the subject, The storyeracking approach
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demands, in Sartrian terms, an openness to freedom and the accompanying accep-
rance of tesponsibility in the spirit of play.®®

Style

The criticism of academic work rarely includes elements of seyle. Although style
might be informally noticed, it is rarely considered to have more than incidental
impact on the importance, acceptability, and influence of an academic work. I sus-
pect we miss much by ignoring academic style—by which | include chetorical, inter.
pretive, presentational, and argumentarional, as well as literary, styles. The com-
patative consideration of Eliade and Smith is revealing.

Whereas Eliade performed interpreeation, if this be our crirical perspective, as a
covere operation, held racit by the terms of a particular rhetorical seyle, Smith pre-
sents his interpretacion openly, clearly, and zlmost formally. The differences in style
are of considerable inrerest. Smith's critical racional style appears ro engage not oaly
Eliade’s reading of 2 specific text bur also Eliade’s whole program; some might feel
that 8mirh is critical even of Eliade himself. The precision and force of Smirh's criti-
cism may be mistaken for 2 sharpness of tone. Interestingly, whereas Smith makes
his case on the basis of attention to detail and on the ctiticism of another scholar’s
wark, the resulting impression may be (ironic, it would seem to me) that Smirh has
more personal involvemens (in the sense of an ax to grind) chan the less formal, less
self-conscious style used by Eliade, which masks his crearive and constructive opera-
tions, thus mzking them difficult 1o evaluate in something like self-evident know-
ing. Furthermore, in light of the style of Smith’s factually detailed cricicism of Eliade,
evidence (such as thar which I have presented) that suggests that Smich inadequately
presented his sources may appesr, in comparison co Eliade, unproporcionately dam-
aging to the influence of his work.

Eliade's style, when seen in the framework of simulation, is immediately recog-
nized as consistent with his understanding of reality. His style expresses the strength
of and confidence in his conviction abour che reality and erarh of his understanding
of religion, expressible both in his generic essentialist terms and in the specific rerms of
any culture whassoever, Eliade’s style of presentation, uncomplicated by the seem-
ingly qualifving character of theotization and argumentacion, capitalizes on the power
of the real vo devour sirnulation, Thus Eliade's style understandabiy may have a more
highly persuasive effect on his readers than Smith's more scientific style. Traditional
academic style is facing an increasing challenge from the mounting pervasiveness of
the elements of style that accompany simulacra. The generation of reality by the
abstract and generic has the effect of appearing self-evident, a condition accomplished
because it is self-referential. Indeed, as the rerricory of modernity, or should [ say
postmadernity, becomes the hyperrealities of simulation, it seems to me that che
academic enterprise—at least as I have characterized it, as being distinguished by
interpretation—is faced with a potentially fatal chreat.

On the one hand, academically explicit styles of presencation are often criticized
and rmay be dismissed by nonacademics out of hand because of their density of argu-
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ment, self-consciousness, and seemingly endless diversions. Academics, on the other
hand, often distingnish the success of an academic work in the terms of standards of
style of presentation and dismiss as unacademnic works that fail ro meer these crite-
ria. Rigid, yer lacgely racit, assumptions about academic presentation sorely need to
be challenged. I find myself particulatly ieritated by the implications of the com-
mon and rather ubiquitous distinction between “academic” and “creative.”

Storycracking as a method of constructing narratives of coherence secves as a per-
spective ot means by which to examine and include elements of style in the evalua-
tion of academic works, as well as orher literary subjects. Style contributes power-
fully to the achievement of a sense of coherence, to the advancement of persuasiveness,
and to the impact realized by many works,

Loss of Subject

The comparison of Smith’s and Eliade’s studies of Australian aboriginal religions in
terras of how these seudies represeat and are based on actual Australian peoples is
revealing, Despite the fact that these scholars represent two of the most influential
approaches to the academic study of religion, neither is primarily interested in any
Arrernte reality.® Neither scholar did field study; neither knew the Arrernte lan-
guage; neither went to Australia, Neither Eliade nor Smith demanded that his pub-
lished sources or his own interpretations of these sources be eveluated in rerms of
the exeent to which they represent or misrepresent Arrernte reafities. Neicher con-
sulted archival materials. The published spurces on which Eliade depended for his
presentation of the Arrernte are highly limired. 8mith consulted more sources, but
he was far from thorough.

1n this study T have shown that as 2 resule of academic studies, the real Arrernte
are lost, hidden by overpowering academic interests and the overwhelming ideas
implicit in the academic theories and methods. I have also shown thae the Arrernte
is an academic construcrion, a hyperreality chat has to some exrent destroyed and
engulfed real people.

It is ironic thar the only beok that actempis a broad presentarion of Australian
aboriginal religions is Eliade's Awstralian Religions, a book written by a scholar who
never visited the country, who spoke none of the languages, who probably never met
an aborigine, who was uncrieical of his sources, and who in the final analysis was
interested in the Australians lergely to demonstrate che reality of his generic undes-
standing of religion. Ir is doubly ironic——though it demonstrates how efficiently
reality devours simulation—that an important culrural example that Eliade presented
as representing @b origine can be shown to owe its existence to Western and Chris-
tian influence as borne by the Lutheran missionaries and others on the Arrernte, as
well as to the constructions of the Arrernte by such Western figures as Frank Gillen
and Baldwin Spencer. The simulated soon act in accordance wich cheir hyperrealicy.

Should the seminal studies in many areas in the academic scudy of religion and
other academic disciplines be subjecred 1o the kind of storytracking method pre-
sented in this work, [ would not be surprised if it were found that many of these
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srudies have less incerest in the subject named than in theorericai and academic
jssues and with the scholar’s own culrural, historical, and even personal aeeds. It is
possible that whole fields of study are made up of floating simulacra, almost wholly
self-referential.

It is the proposition of this book that academic agenda ate unavoidable for all
academic scudies. The issue is not to rid chese perspectives from academic studies
bue co develop methods, such as stoeytracking, by which to maintain a clearer and
more complete understanding of the extent and character of the influence of these
perspectives on the subjece studied. Doubtless in the process of gaining self.
understanding and underseanding of the world, the most common method any com-
munity has had available is the comparison of itself with other communities. The
comparisons done by the academic community, I propose, are different from those
performed by all other communities, perhaps only with respect to a necessary,
relentless self-consciousness and by the insistence that the named subject must be
required to be the actual subject preseated in academic repoets.



End Game

approach the last chaprer, mindful of one of the clearese things I have learned

from this work and to which I alluded near the end of chapter 2: we usuvally achieve
something different from, and quite often the opposite of, what we seek. This in-
vites me to engage in some logic play, but there are remarks I must also make.

Origination and Storybrack Crossings

There is 2 kinship between concerns with origination and the crossings of storytracks.
The search for the absolute grounding of origins serves s a deterrent to the knowl-
edge that no such grounding is possible. Jean Baudrillard argues that at the point
when it 1s acknowledged that there is “no longer a God to renounce his own, no
longer a Last Judgment to separate the false from the rrue,” there arises a nostalgia
for the real. When this nostalgia assumes full meaning, “there is a plethors of myths
of origin and of signs of realicy—a plethora of cruth, of secondary objectiviry, and
authenticity . . . {a] panic-steicken production of the real.”! The late nineteenth cen-
tury was, of course, when “being presence” was firse broadly questioned, and it was
no accident that this challenge corresponded with the rise of the modern social and
narural sciences.

In seeking origins, Freud and Réheim were actempting to locste a poine in time
when they could engage in an exchange berween the many otherwise incompatible
genres and concerns with which they were interested: dream, mythelogy, and clini-
cal science; psychology and anthropology; phylogenesis and ontogenesis; the primal
crime scene and the primal scene in infant sexualicy; the normal objective flow of
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time and the timeless time that allows one to meet the people of the origin {aborigi-
nes) face ro face. It is in positing the origin that they actempted to locate a convet-
gence of these many disparate genres and concerns. Seeking origins is one way to
construct the joining of these rmany ill-firting and incompatible concerns into an
explanatory narrative of coherence,

The quest for origins in these terms remains viable despite the scomn shown to
this endeavor today.” However, because of the tempaorl location of the origin, the
approach is severely resericted to simulation without reference beyond the model,
Origins ate never real; they are always simulacra, Whar is needed is ¢ means of
locating, withour impossible spatial or cemporal restriceion, a temporary place of
exchange among ontelogies, categories, worldviews, and perspectives, while at the
same rime requiting the self-conscious evaluation of the impact on the subjects studied
through the selected academic construces. Starytrack crossings are intended to be
such temporary places of exchange, places that demand relentless self-consciousness.
Scorytrack crossings function something like “the origin” withour che universalise,
finalist expectations; without the implication of singularicy; and without the nos-
talgia for full meaning. A storytrack crossing can occur in any space or time and even
without a single definite spatiotemporal location. The srories whose interactions
define che crossing place may excend in any combination of directions in space and
time, real or metaphorical. It is at these crossings that we can negotiate exchanges,
do comparisons, deconstruct and reconstrucr categories, critique and create intet-
pretations, and engage the self and the other. The crossings are themselves constructs;
they do not exist independene of storyreacking.?

Obiectiviem and Bubjectiviem

Things are often the opposite of whar they appear. In this work I have found that
what appears to be objectivismeethnography and essentialism—is often anything
but ebjective. One can argue thae the multiperspectivality of storytracking——es rela-
tivistic and atbitrary as it is—achieves something approaching objectivity.* Yet chis
objectivism is deceptive in that the subjectivity of the storyrracker is hidden by the
storyeracking process. This disappearance of the storyeller, effected by che srorytelling
process, is common to all modes of presentation. As we sic down to listen to a story,
we are fully aware of the storyteller and the storytelling situation, but as the story-
eeller engages us in the story, if he or she is a good storyteller, the storyreller disap-
pears behind the story, which by being told commands the focus of our ateention.
The simulation becornes real. As we enter the movie theatre, we are aware of chose
around us. In anticipation of giving ourselves to the storyelling, we find ourselves
annoyed at the crunch of popeorn bags and the wiggling of our neighbors. But shortly
after the lights dim and the credits end, we lose much of vur awareness of the the-
atre and the flickering devices of telling the story, While experiencing the story,
most of what we encounter, although only shadows op a screen, seems true and real.
Those things that appear to be concocted or arrificial are the things on which we
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focus in the fuil light of day during our postmortem criticism. Yet, all is concocted;
nothing is literally as it appears.

These final comments must serve as a preconclusion, a closing of the book before
it has ended so that its writer and readers can see it in another light. I must rernind
you that in this work I have been the storytracker and that I have chosen storytracks
and crossings for reasons only some of which are fully known to me, only some of
which are academic, and only some of which are academically justifiable. Although
I have endeavored to be relentlessly self-conscious, I, too, often disappear (at least as
an object to myseif) in the process of story making.

This leads me to address what I have attempted to achieve: nothing more nor
certainly less than doing what I do, being whas I be,” as a person, as an academic,
and a5 one situated in a storyreack 1 recognize as remarkably peculiar in human his-
tory.® Although I have presented storyeracking in the terms of an approach (a method)
to history, to comparison, to definition, and certain ather academic enterprises—all
exempified and grounded historically and culturally in Central Australia—I cannoc
recornmend it without gualificarion as somerhing for others to use or to attempt o
apply. T have spoken of it in those terms only because that is the principal way 1
know how to articalate to myself and to the community with which I identify some
sense of what I do to meaningfully and responsibly engage the world in which I find
myself,

1 have wanted to take seriously the shortcomings of a too quick and roo0 pervasive
objectivism withour giving up the possibility of reading texs cricically and deci-
sively. To stand nowherg is pessimistic, if not nihilistic. 1 have weated to own 3
subjectivism I find inevitable and personally meaningful and enjoyable. This acknowl-
edgment is necessary to be responsible. But to hold that che place where [ stand is
the only real place is arrogant and indefensible.

Storytracking and the Other

We often accomplish the opposite of what we intend. There is anothet reasots that
must object to seeing srorytracking in any totalistic rerms, as anyching like a usable
methad to comprehend history, religion, and culrure. Storyrracking emerges from a
most peculiar situation. Ie atrempts to address issues that arise in 5 specific worldview
and at a particular time in history. Thete is much irony in this position, and it de-
mands humor. The issues emerge among those who for historical and culeural rea-
sons (though this explanation rests on the historical and temporal assumptions that
are the heritage of “Western man,” the very heritage with which we struggle) find
themselves actempring to make sense of a world made up of many cultures, peoples,
languages, religions, histories, genders, and life-styles. It is an urgent agenda. It is a
perspective that seeks o comprehend, appreciate, and understand all these perspec-
tives in their own terms, The most commanding issue in the present is the recogni-
tion that the categories, the approaches, and the assumprions on which this seem-
ingly selfless and humanistic endeavor has proceeded have determined, and often
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concocted, what we have understood and appreciated as out subjects. In conflice with
our intentions, the endeavor has been chatraceerized by dominating power and often
viplence toward our subjects, Often, invaciably it almost seems, we have made of
them what we have wanted and needed. They have been ignored, eppressed, sup-
pressed, and destrayed by our intended generosity and magnanimiey.

The contempozary response to this shocking effece has been to turn to relensless
self-consciousness—to deconstruce the categories, processes, and assumptions on
which our way of being (albeit one of which we are now embarrassed) depends. Pres-
ently we are ar a stage no longer interested in gaining final resolurion or totalization,
“the method.” The alternative it seems is to joyfully embrace the unresolvable, the
indererminate, and the ambiguons. In the philosophical realm {including the philo-
sophical discussions within many academic disciplines), where these issues are most
broadly addressed, c¢his embracing of indeterminacy assurnes a pervasiveness and
exclusiviry that is in cension with itself and with the world, Thae is, there are no
limits to the domain of indeterminacy. Indeterminacy is the current form of tetaki-
zatien. Perhaps this embrace of ambiguity as our goal is fashionable, bue it is self-
denying and self-defeating. If we are to study culeure, if we are vo study history, we
maust seand somewhere, we must do something; we must, temaporarily ar lease, set
aside ambiguity and indererminacy despite our knowing full well the implications
and the costs of doing so. This sienation reminds me of Zeno's paradox. While we
may cereainly choose to sit and contemplate the mmpossibility of ever reaching our
goal of crossing the roomebecause we must forever span half the remaining dis-
tance to the oeher side, whatever distance we cover—most of us, sooner or kater, need
to cross the rooem. Most of us, sooner or later, will put the contemplation of Zeno's
pacadox aside, get up, and cross che roorm.

Furthermore, in the domain of the human sciences, the peculiarity of the view of
embiacing absolute indeterminacy contrases sharply and krreconcilably with che
majority, if not the totaliey, of the subjects of these studies. Almost all human beings,
oucside this peculiar contemporary group, have held and do hold views of the world
that appeat to contrast irreconcilably with a view of eternally embracing indetermi-
nacy and ambiguiry. Religious traditions commonly, though I believe not invari-
ably, are chacacterized by a firmly objectivist worldview, as demonstrated by their
beliefs in gods, ancestors, origins, creation, and eternity. | acknowledge chae this
belief is overwhelmingly shaped by the influence of the view of culture 1 criticize
and seek to surpass, None of these traditions, none of these people, seeks as irs prin-
cipal concern the appreciation and understanding of all of the peoples, all of the
perspectives, and all of the cruths in the wotld and in the terms of cthose who hold
these views.

To hold as our goal the achievement of this understanding by any means, including
any contribution of what I term sterytracking, is ta insist on a position of hierarchical
superiority to our subjects in that it implies that we can understand them, even if
they cannor even imagine what we are talking about as we do so. Such a claim, to
my thinking, is ro fall prey once again to the ills of our heritage as “Western man.”
We achieve the opposite of what we seek. We prove to curselves, once again, that
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we are at the apex of the process of human development. We again embrace an ob-
jectivism, albeit a godless objectivism, and the superioriry thae ic is our present rask
to reject.

But we have the choice to make no claims other than ro do what we—here [ iden-
tify with the academic community thae demands ackrowledgment of the irrecon-
cilable plurality and difference of peoples and cultures in the world--as a peculiar
group of people do to be what we are: oddly self-reflective, resolurely godless, play-
ing peculiar academic games with the cultures and histories of the world, and try-
ing to break the cycle of achieving the opposite of what we always believe are highly
laudable humane projeces to help realize peace and understanding in the world.

When the issues of understanding are framed in terms of oppositional catego-
ries—objectivism/subjectivism, male/female, mind/body, abseract/concrete, public/
private, sacred/profane——as they are at present and when we realize thar neither pole,
by itself, is at all acceptable, then we are bound by way of reselution to accept
nonresolucion. In a strice and narrow-minded rationalist frame, this can be the dark,
nihilist option of facing meaninglessness or infinite regression. I prefer snother mood,

another tack. In storycracking I have actemnpted to embrace the vitalizing oscilla-
tory movement between opposing positions. I have attempred to hold eogether,
withenr loosing either one, and those tendencies and values ac both poles of the
opposition that explicitly deny one another. In storytracking I have sought to both
embrace indeterminacy and, ar least momentarily, to deny it. Things may be both

what they appear and their opposite. The human capacity to engage in such an enig-
matic operation is what we sometimes call “play.”
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