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UNPACKING POWER, DISCOURSE,
AND THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF
RELIGION: A DEEP DIVE INTO
TALAL ASAD'S "GENEALOGIES OF
RELIGION"

In the landscape of modern anthropology
and  religious  studies,  few  works  have
been  as  disruptive  or  as  essential  as
Talal  Asad's  1993 collection of  essays,
Genealogies of  Religion:  Discipline and
Reasons  of  Power  in  Christianity  and

Islam.  For  students,  scholars,  and
anyone  interested  in  the  complex
interplay  between  faith,  politics,  and
history, Asad's text serves as a rigorous
corrective  to  the  way  the  West  has
traditionally understood what religion is.
Rather than asking, "What is the essence
of  rel ig ion?"  Asad  poses  a  more
fundamental  question:  "How  has  the
very  concept  of  'religion'  come  to  be
defined  in  the  modern  world,  and  what
political  and historical  conditions made
that  definition  possible?"  This  article
explores  the  core  arguments  of  Talal
Asad's  Genealogies  of  Religion,
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examining its methodological approach,
its  critique  of  Clifford  Geertz,  and  its
enduring impact on the study of religion
and secularism.

THE GENEALOGICAL METHOD:
WHY DEFINITION MATTERS

One of the most significant contributions
of  Talal  Asad's  Genealogies  of
Religion  is  its  methodological  starting
point. Asad, drawing inspiration from the
philosopher Michel Foucault, employs a
genealogical  method.  This  is  not  a
simple history of religious ideas; it is an
investigation  into  the  conditions  of
possibility  for  those  ideas  to  emerge.
Asad argues that the modern, Western
concept  of  "religion"  as  a  distinct,
private, and universal human experience
is not a timeless truth. Instead, it  is a

product  of  specific  historical
transformations,  particularly  the
European Enlightenment and the rise of
the modern nation-state.
Before  the  modern  period,  Asad
contends, there was no clear separation
between  the  "rel igious"  and  the
"secular"  in  the way we understand it
today.  Power,  law, morality,  and belief
were deeply intertwined. The very act of
singling  out  "religion"  as  a  separate
sphere  o f  l i fe  i s  a  po l i t i ca l  and
epistemological  move.  Talal  Asad's
Genealogies of Religion  forces us to
realize that  when we define religion,  we
are not  simply  describing an objective
reality;  we  are  participating  in  a
discourse  that  has  real  power  effects.
This  definitional  act  often  privileges
certa in  k inds  of  be l ie f  (usual ly
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Protestant,  interiorized  faith)  while
marginalizing  others  (ritualistic,
legalistic,  or  communal  practices).

A SHARP CRITIQUE:
DECONSTRUCTING CLIFFORD
GEERTZ'S DEFINITION

A  central  chapter  in  Talal  Asad's
Genealogies  of  Religion  is  his
devastating  critique  of  the  renowned
anthropologist  Clifford  Geertz.  Geertz's
definition  of  religion,  found  in  his  essay
"Religion  as  a  Cultural  System,"  was
enormously  influential  in  the  mid-20th
century.  Geertz  defined  religion  as:  "(1)
a system of symbols which acts to (2)
establish powerful, pervasive, and long-
lasting moods and motivations in men by
(3) formulating conceptions of a general
order of existence and (4) clothing these

conceptions  with  such  an  aura  of
factuality  that  (5)  the  moods  and
motivations  seem  uniquely  realistic."
Asad's  critique  is  not  that  Geertz  is
wrong,  but  that  his  definition  is
profoundly  ahistorical  and  culturally
specific.  Asad  makes  several  key
objections:

The Primacy of Meaning: Geertz
treats religion primarily as a
system of symbols that provide
meaning. Asad argues this focus
on "meaning" is a modern,
Protestant bias. It ignores the
crucial role of discipline, power,
and bodily practice in many
religious traditions, particularly
medieval Christianity and orthodox
Islam.
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The Question of Power: Geertz's
definition avoids the messy
realities of power. How do symbols
become authoritative? Who gets to
interpret them? Asad points out
that the "moods and motivations"
Geertz describes are not just
generated by symbols; they are
produced through specific
disciplinary practices (e.g.,
monastic rules, Inquisitorial
procedures, legal codes) that
enforce orthodoxy and orthopraxy.
The "Aura of Factuality": Geertz
implies that religious belief is a
matter of making the unreal seem
real. Asad counters that this
framework fails to understand how
for a medieval Christian, the
reality of God was not a matter of

making the unreal seem real, but
was a foundational, indisputable
part of a total life-world. The "aura
of factuality" was maintained by
the coercive and disciplinary
power of the Church.

By dismantling Geertz's  definition,  Talal
Asad's  Genealogies  of  Religion
demonstrates  that  anthropological
theory is not neutral. It often smuggles
in  the  very  assumptions  of  secular
modernity  that  it  purports  to  analyze.

DISCIPLINE AND REASONS OF
POWER: THE BODY AND THE
SOUL

The subtitle of the book, Discipline and
Reasons  of  Power  in  Christianity  and
Islam,  is  crucial.  Asad's  historical
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analysis  focuses  on  how  religious
subjects  are  formed.  He  is  deeply
interested in the technologies of the self,
the  rituals,  and  the  institutional
structures that create a particular kind of
person.  For  example,  in  his  essay  on
medieval monasticism, Asad shows that
the  Christ ian  monk  was  not  just
someone who believed certain doctrines.
The  monk  was  produced  through  a
rigorous  program  of  prayer,  fasting,
manua l  labor ,  confess ion ,  and
obedience.  This  discipline  was  not
optional;  it  was the very machinery of
salvation.
Asad argues that modern, liberal notions
of religion tend to see it as a matter of
private  belief  and  choice.  You  can
choose to believe or not believe. But in
pre-modern societies, and in many non-

liberal traditions, religion is a matter of
embodied  practice  and  communal
discipline. The body, not just the mind, is
the site of religious formation. This focus
on  bodily  discipline  is  a  key  theme
runn ing  through  Talal  Asad's
Genealogies of Religion. It challenges
the idea that religion is primarily about
inner  states  of  consciousness,  arguing
instead that it is about learned, trained,
and often coerced behaviors.

Ritual as a
Performative Act
How  does  "Genealogies  of  Religion"
address ritual? Asad moves away from
seeing ritual  as  a  symbolic  text  to  be
read  (like  a  Geertzian  anthropologist
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might).  Instead,  he  insists  on  seeing
ritual  as  a  performative  act  that  is
embedded  in  power  relations.  A  ritual
does not simply express belief; it creates
and disciplines it. For instance, the act of
bowing in prayer in Islam (salah) is not
just  a  symbol  of  submission;  it  is  a
physical  act  of  submission  that,  when
performed  correctly  and  consistently,
helps to produce a submissive self. This
approach in Talal Asad's Genealogies
of  Religion  offers  a  much  more
materialist and political view of religious
practice  than  conventional  symbolic
anthropology.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF
"RELIGION" AND THE SECULAR
STATE

No  d iscuss ion  o f  Talal  Asad's

Genealogies  of  Religion  would  be
complete  without  addressing  its
implications for the study of secularism.
Asad argues that the modern category of
"religion"  was  created  in  tandem with
the  modern  category  of  "the  secular."
They  are  not  opposites;  they  are  co-
dependent. The secular state, in order to
govern,  needs  to  define  what  counts  as
"religion"  so  that  it  can  manage  it,
confine  it  to  the  private  sphere,  or
tolerate  it.
This  is  where  Asad's  work  becomes
particularly  relevant  to  contemporary
political  debates.  When  liberal  states
argue  that  they  need  to  protect
"religious  freedom,"  they  are  implicitly
assuming  a  definition  of  religion  that  is
about private conscience and belief. But
what happens when a religious practice
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does  not  fit  that  mold?  For  example,
what  if  a  religious  law  (like  Sharia)
claims jurisdiction over family  matters,
inheritance,  or  finance?  The  secular
state often responds by declaring that
this  is  "politics,"  not  "religion."  Asad's
genealogical  method  reveals  that  this
boundary-drawing is an act of power.

Myth of the Private: The idea
that religion can be neatly
separated from politics is a myth
that serves the modern state.
State Power: The state reserves
the right to define the limits of
acceptable religious practice.
Modern Subjectivity: Secularism
does not just remove religion from
the public sphere; it creates a new
kind of secular subject who is

expected to be autonomous,
rational, and self-disciplined.

By  tracing  the  genealogy  of  these
categories,  Talal Asad's Genealogies
of Religion provides a powerful tool for
critiquing  the  assumptions  of  liberal
secularism. It suggests that the secular
state  is  not  a  neutral  arbiter  between
different  religions;  it  is  a  powerful  actor
that  actively  shapes  what  religion  can
and cannot be.

WHY "GENEALOGIES OF
RELIGION" STILL MATTERS
TODAY

Decades  after  its  publication,  the
relevance of Talal Asad's Genealogies
of Religion has only grown. In an era of
intense debate about  Islam,  the West,
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secularism,  and  religious  violence,
Asad's  work  offers  a  sobering  and
essential  perspective.

Moving Beyond
"World Religions"
Discourse
The book challenges the standard "World
Religions"  paradigm,  which  treats
Christianity,  Islam,  Buddhism,  etc.,  as
comparable,  discrete  entities  with  a
clear  essence.  Asad  shows  that  this
comparative  framework  is  itself  a
product  of  European  history.  His
genealogical approach allows us to see
how "Islam" has been constructed as a

monolithic  other  in  Western  discourse,
often defined in opposition to "Western"
values of secularism and reason.

Tools for Political
Analysis
Scholars  of  polit ical  science  and
international relations have also turned
to  Talal  Asad's  Genealogies  of
Religion  to  understand  contemporary
conflicts.  Asad's  analysis  of  "pain"  and
"cruelty"  in  rel igious  language,
particularly in his essay on the Rushdie
affair,  is  crucial.  He  argues  that  liberal
outrage  over  religious  "offense"  often
masks  a  failure  to  understand  how
sacred  texts  and  figures  are  not  just
symbols, but are deeply and emotionally
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constitutive  of  a  person's  identity  and
community. The book provides a way to
analyze  these  conflicts  without  simply
dismissing one side as "pre-modern" or
"fanatical."

A Challenge for
Anthropology
For anthropologists, the book remains a
mandatory  reading.  It  cal ls  for  a
discipline that is more reflexive about its
o w n  c a t e g o r i e s .  I t  p u s h e s
anthropologists  to  move  away  from
simply interpreting cultures as texts, and
instead  to  analyze  the  historical  and
political  conditions  under  which  those
cultures—and  the  anthropologists
themselves—are formed. The legacy of

Talal Asad's Genealogies of Religion
is a more critical, historically aware, and
politically  engaged  anthropology  of
religion.

CRITICISMS AND CONTINUING
CONVERSATIONS

Of  course,  such  a  significant  work  has
not  been  without  its  critics.  Some
scholars  argue  that  Asad's  focus  on
Western  Christianity  and  Islam  leaves
other traditions underexamined. Others
question  whether  his  genealogical
method  can  become  too  relativistic,
making  it  difficult  to  make  any  general
claims about religion at all. Some have
also pushed back against the idea that
secularism is  simply  a  covert  form of
Protestantism, arguing that it has its own
complex and varied histories.
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However,  even  these  critiques  are  a
testament to the power of Asad's book. It
sets  the  terms of  the  debate.  Anyone
who wants to argue against Asad must
first engage with his core claim: that the
universal  category  of  "religion"  is  a
historical  construction  with  political
consequences.  The  conversation  that
Talal Asad's Genealogies of Religion
began continues to this day, informing
new  work  on  post-secularism,  political
theology, and the anthropology of ethics.

CONCLUSION: A GENEALOGY FOR
OUR TIME

In conclusion, Talal  Asad's Genealogies
of  Religion:  Discipline  and  Reasons  of
Power in Christianity and Islam is not a
simple  book.  It  is  dense,  challenging,

and demands careful reading. However,
it is an indispensable guide for anyone
try ing  to  navigate  the  complex
relationship  between  religion,  power,
and  modernity.  Asad  teaches  us  that
religion  is  not  a  universal  essence
wait ing  to  be  discovered.  I t  is  a
contested  category  that  has  been
shaped by centuries of political struggle,
disciplinary  practice,  and  intellectual
debate. By tracing the genealogy of this
category,  Asad  does  not  destroy  the
study of religion; he deepens it, making
it  more honest,  more historicized,  and
more  aware  of  its  own entanglements
with  power.  For  those  seeking  to
understand the world we live in—a world
where religion is anything but a private
matter—Talal Asad's Genealogies of
Religion


