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Divergent disciplinary approaches are traced to effect an inter-disciplinary 
understanding of how scholars in both sociology and anthropology frame 
their discussions about belief. A preliminary 'genealogy of belief' is 
proposed, tracing epistemological and methodological approaches over the 
last 200 years showing how some debates presume individual and 
intellectualist orientations to belief while others favour the collective and 
emotion:li ;·rnpirical evidence vork in the UK, 
the author understandi grising from and 
shaped 

Keywonbr performance. 

Introduction 

Christians who lo mam:-lream Protestant drnrches are schooled to 
memorise their creeds: 'I believe in ... ', they begin. When reciting that they 
'believe in God the father almighty, maker of heaven and earth', one might ask if 
they are saying that they have faith in such a figure to, perhaps, move mountains 
on their behalf or that they agree in principle that such a figure created the 
universe and are attesting to that fact or both. So ingrained is 'belief' to their 
tradition that they may never consider what, exactly, they mean by that word. 
Like those everyday Christians, scholars in academic disciplines of anthropology, 
sociology, and psycho Jr use the term 'belief' 
in their work i heorising whai people they study, 
mean. This 1 heoretical and themes about 
belief before of my emp;r ·· ·.r·;ifch and subsequent 

moves rnzd spaces, taking on 
the assumption:~" t-Je,ople who use ,rne,z mes, it remains an 
unspoken, implicit assumption within scholars' work; sometimes, but rarely, it is 
explicitly examined and, if not theorised, at least uncovered. Where scholars 
locate and understand belief is an epistemological choice, a reflection of how they 
produce knowledge about those they study and about their discipline. Although 
that production may be invisible, it exists nonetheless and influences their 
interpretations and therefore our understanding about belief. 
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Definitiom: 
either 'the field 
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arise neutrally from 
embedded in, and not 

always abstrai iplinary preoccupa-
tions such as thought, action, 
identity, belief is conceived 
and located Ihe scholar ire, the conclusions 
those scholars reach about the people they study. The disciplinary knowledge 
becomes laid down, layer after layer, in what Foucault (1972) conceived as 
sedimentary layers of knowledge. 

What were earlier scholars' implicit assumptions and locations and what can 
we, working in the social scientific field of religion, learn from each other? 
Following Foucault, this paper will be a mix of archaeology and epistemology: 
through uncovering various layers, I hope to reveal how disciplinary knowledge 
about belief~ inter-disciplie::i,, can loosen some 
of those struc I cone! way of looking at 
belief I term cial location and its 
role in bringi:: n 

order to adapt 

Individually 

situations. 

Scholars sometimes use the term 'propositional' to describe beliefs that represent 
a truth-claim about reality. Those beliefs are typified by statements like 'I believe 
in God' that seem to assert a position without indicating what kind of God or the 
degree of belief that is felt. Tylor's classic definition of religion (1958 [1871]) as 
a belief in spirits is an example of a propositional belief. He argued that religion 
arose from people's need to explain such uncanny phenomena as seeing 
someone's spirit. While Tylor's view of belief could be described as 
intellectualistie cnd explanatory, the 
point of dis1 it is profoundly 
individualistic 

The idea 
life is a stron:' 
Weber described: 

\plain uncann > 
:equently wi1 

nnd gives meaning to 
',rn:iology of religion. 

the metaphyi;ii mind as it is nifiect on ethical and 
religious qu.:,llu11,, u11 v.:11 11ul uy material need uul uy a11 mner compulsion to 
understand the world as a meaningful cosmos and to take up a position toward it 
( 1922, 1 17). 

That propositional and universalising way of looking at belief shaped the 
sociology of religion, particularly through the work of Peter Berger, a sociologist 
and theologian, who wrote that there exists 'a human craving for meaning that 
appears to have the force of instinct. Men (sic) are congenitally compelled to 
impose a meaningful order upon reality' (1967, 22). Berger (1967) and 
Luckmann (1 \\ eiierian traditio:: belief within an 
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individually 
realities were 
others, the focr" 
human need. 
canopy depend 
such a shared 

where subjective 
Luckmann and 

mdividually driven, 
rntenance of a sacred 

will discuss below, 
was writing at the same time as Berger about similar themes of coherence. 

Grace Davie's 'believing without belonging' 1 thesis (1994) rests on a similar 
propositional idea of belief in suggesting that people maintain a private belief in 
God or other Christian-associated ideals, without church attendance or other 
forms of Christian participation. Drawing mainly on European Values Survey 
data, Davie argued that the majority of British people persist in believing in God 
but 'see no need to participate with even minimal regularity in their religious 
institutions' ( should be "unchurched' rather 
than secular ( 
idea that a m11pr'' 

a Christian-centric 
in her book does 

Davie discusEr that 'some sort of 
belief persists' creating an ellipse, 
conveying th< !ief in Christianity'. 
Her explanatinn a wide one, it does 
not imply the acceptance of particular credal statements' (1994, 115). 

Voas and Crockett (2005, 14) further problematised 'believing without 
belonging' by arguing that it was not whether people held certain beliefs but 
whether they were important to them and influenced their behaviour that 
mattered: 

Whether or not they are confident that God exists, it is apparent at the very least that 
they doubt the Almighty much minds whether they spend Sunday in church or in the 
shops. Nor is it simply a matter of helieving in a god who does not take attendance: 
they evidenth god who is important to merit 
collective basis. Put numbers of 
people belie matter .... It is not 
enough to statement of 11nother; unless these 
beliefs maki' in their lives nny consist of little 
more than pollsters. 

Here, they are 
view of belief. 

tional forms a practice-centred 

Within the sociology of religion can be discerned a tendency to protect the 
concept of propositional belief. However, Bellah (1964) had already 
problematised the concept of belief by acknowledging that although 96% of 
Americans may say they believe in God, those beliefs bear little resemblance to 
any doctrinal or theological statement of God and are acceptable only because 
they can be reinterpreted by individuals. Bellah (1970, 196-207), referring to 
the American poet Wallace Stevens, argued that human beings require faith even 
if they know He quoted Srn r r i, in his argument that 



12 t Day 

it gives a coherent 
religion as consisting 
evolutionist, Bellah 

nH>zk:m. Like Berger and 
rnzTeasing turn towards 

individual and . He argued LhaL Lhe important point about 
modern religion was not about theories of secularisation or indifference, but 
rather about how it had become increasingly acceptable for people to work out 
their own beliefs in response to changing demands and contexts. 

Wilson (1966) also saw problems with what he described as non-regulated, 
laissez faire collections of individualised changing beliefs. These lead, he argued, 
to an inevitable relaxing of moral standards, which creates a level of moral 

hy m:rn [sic] individuillly. hut is costly to society as a 
whole' (1996. 
calls a 'truisrn 
moral freedorn 
of churchgoing 
because 'attitude 
distinctively 

to support what he 
also relate apparent 
z s due to the decline 

·social cost'. This is 
monthly have less 

attend weekly'. His 
clear implication is Lhal Chnslian beliefs equate to social code morality, without 
which people would be immoral. 

The sociologist of religion Michael Hornsby-Smith also problematised a shift 
from what he called 'customary Christianity' (1991, 90) among the adult Catholic 
population in England during the 1980s. This: 

derived from 'official' religion but without being under its continuing control 
the beliefs and practices that make up customary religion are the product of formal 
religious soc1:i11zation hnt 
convenience 

Hidden here 
what must be 
of religion Rol· 

what he calls 

to trivialisation. rnn'.'entionality, apathy, 

recalling what is sacred and 
rnmd in the sociologist 

··r,resses concern about 
the 'small-group' 

movement in because pet seeking a sense of 
community founded less on the physical place where they live as on their 
emotional states. This is something which he says has been worrying saints and 
sages for centuries because: 

Sacredness ceases to be the mysterium tremendum that commands awe and 
reverence and becomes a house pet that does our bidding. ( 1994, 255) 

'House pet' is an emotive term for what appears to be everyday activities linked 
to religious practice. Wuthnow expands his point by saying that the 
domestication God easier to but may create a 
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Further, he 
important than 
he does not 

which 'becomes more 
994, 358). Although 

his concerns thus: 

In simplest terms, the sacred comes to be associated with small insights that seem 
intuitively correct to the small group rather than wisdom accrued over the centuries 
in hermitages, seminaries, universities, congregations and church councils. (ibid.) 

His concerns summarise one of the striking differences between how sociologists 
and anthropologists view, and understand, belief. Where is it located - in the 
individual, the collective or the transcendent? Is it flexible and subject to change 
by those who 'believe' or is it understood as invisible, pre-social and immutable? 

Culturally 

From Emile dearly trace developments that 
diverged by ;i;t of early 1P t wi:ntieth century social 
anthropology a Durkheimz:;n nvhere religion was 
explained in :mbstantive Lrn10, by boundaries of 
time and space. Belief was thus whatever worked best at the time for the specific 
collective. The sociology of religion, alternatively, tended to favour substantive 
definitions, adopting a Weberian, meaning-centred adaptation of Durkheim. 
Belief was therefore whatever worked best for the individual and, as a result, for 
the greater good, generally throughout time and in all places. 

Durkheim's analysis of religion needs to be understood within his larger 
lifetime project to explore and expound upon sociality as the key to understanding 
human behavinnr he sought related to the origins 
of categories they, as Kant priori categories or 
did they arise and interaction ' was influenced by 
Robertson-Sntit!i nvho proposed lief arose through 
participation rnlividual belinf to Durkheim and 
Mauss' theon They argued that 
concepts and 'The first logical 
categories were social categories; the first classes or things were classes of men 
into which these things were integrated' (1963, 93). Durkheim was not personally 
religious, but as the son of a Rabbi he was raised to both respect and to critically 
evaluate religion. Durkheim's well-known definition of religion as 'a unified 
system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things' takes propositional belief 
as a starting point but moves it into the realm of performance 

that is to say, things set apart and forbidden - beliefs and practice which unite 
into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them. 
(1915, 47) 
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Beliefs were 
intellectual efln1·1 
could practise 
interesting but 
authority and 
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through collective, 
so that people 

gods to the place of 
forces of power, 

Edward Ji· · theorised s beliefs were, as 
Durkheim described them, 'social facts'. He contextualised the nature of belief 
and belonging, arguing that people's sense of 'tribal' belonging was based on 
their social relations and not on inherent differences in physical characteristics or 
customs.3 A turning point in the Durkheimian understanding of belief came when 
Bronislaw Malinowksi took a Tylorian and Freudian appreciation of the 
psychological, individual source of belief and a Durkheimian appreciation of the 
collective bonding nature of belief. Malinowski proposed that belief was one of 
several interl parts of a that 'worked' to 
support both needs and ioning of society. In 
showing that or less rational than 
other suppm.11 1 n:futed a Tylorian 
evolutionist pe ·spective and a performative 
understandint: 

Locating belief in space and time 

If beliefs are performative, as I will suggest, they cannot also be timeless or 
universal. They must be brought into being in specific contexts, times and places. 
Mary Douglas drew on Durkheim, and rejected Tylor, by showing that beliefs 
satisfy a social concern where 'the metaphysic is a by-product, as it were, of the 
urgent practical concern' (1966, 113). This means that no belief is static or 
universal but must respond, collectively, to changing circumstances. Belief arises 
not as a as a collecti \ e. means for the 
'believer' 1heme) to impo·.z· 

therefore not 
zulture. All 

an inherently 
only by Durk hi··· 

Douglas, were about 
and have as their 

experience' (1966, 5). 
Evans Pritchard, her 

teacher at Oxford, but also Raymond Firth. hrLh explored how individuals 
created and manipulated beliefs. In an interesting anticipation of Bourdieu's 
reconciliation of structure and agency through 'strategy', and of Goffman's 
analysis of performance, Firth argued that individuals made adjustments by using 
their beliefs as modes of action, as 'active weapons of adjustment by the person 
who holds them' (1948, 26-27). These adjustments are necessary, Firth argued, 
to manage the sometimes contradictory demands and positions between an 
individual's social and physical context and her own 'set of impulses, desires and 
emotions' (1 
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those realit ii"" then be exposed and 
verified. in light of Victor 

considered for anthropological 
1ffgued, showed how the 

anthropolos onto the social 
system. Doug!11"1 ; hat it 'should be permissible to 
provide an analysis of an interlocking system of categories of thought which has 
no demonstrable relation to the social life of the people who think in these terms'. 

Clifford Geertz's work in cultural anthropology may have failed Douglas' 
test by universalising belief and not locating it in place and time. Influenced by 
Weber's work on meaning, he explored how ritual provided both a model for and 
a model of meaning in the world. Evoking a Tylorian tendency, Geertz (1973) 
said that people tum to a belief in gods, spirits and other religious forms of 
authority to ex the 'prob kin x :ming'. Asad (1993) 
disrupted the ,urse of nninting out that such 
formulations hout showing how, 
and under whctt fnxH1er criticised Geertz 
for arguing th;; t 
Asad below. 

tum in more detail to 

Needham Clcertz was writing in 
the USA, anthropokgicCLl hLcrature and, more 
specifically, ethnographic literature consistently fail to interrogate how scholars 
are using the term belief. Needham went so far as to say that it should be 
abandoned as a useful concept in research because it could not be universalised: 
'it does not constitute a natural resemblance among men, and it does not belong to 
the common behaviour of mankind' (1972, 188). Needham forced a more careful 
interrogation about belief and its roots in Christianity. The concern about belief 
began to shift from concentrating on what other people believed to how scholars 
were using th:" 

Ruel (198ht "belief' is used, not 
because of its 
things to diffex;;nt 
1979), a relir 
changed over 
and love to 

times. Here, 
who discus~,; ,, 

context, from 
11111position ancl 

it meant different 
Smith (1977, 1978, 

term 'belief' has 
reciprocity, fidelity 

tbel (1982) described 
strong/weak forms of belief where a weak, everyday version of belief generally 
refers to a sense of expectation or assumption, either of oneself or others, and is 
therefore neither generally misunderstood nor problematic. It is when, Ruel 
argues, the term arises in a 'strong' sense, as part of a definition, categorisation or 
problem that it will usually draw on connotations from its Christian use. Ruel 
( 1982, 27 -29) identified four fallacies common to the treatment of belief: that it 
is central to all religions, in the same way that it is central to Christianity; that 
belief guides and therefore explains behaviour; that belief is psychological and 
that it is the belie! hdief, that is ant. This means that 
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we can sepan 
concludes that 
resolves to 
religions. As 
between "belief 

Ruel there! 
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world itself. Ruel 
might use 'faith' and 

non-Christian 
frequently today is 
belief)'. 
and Durkheim in 

breaking from a Tylorian view of belief as animism and examining instead 
religious action, principally ritual. 

Asad also argued that religion, and belief, was historically contingent and 
shaped by powerful leaders who authenticated and legitimised certain forms of 
belief and not others. His work radically shifted an anthropological understanding 
based on ideas about meaning and order to one that would become more 
temporally and spatially situated and produced through specific social 
legitimations. example, ow influential Jews 
shaped the among Jews in in two different 
periods to ach one of the early 1800s and 
another of 1900s. The that belief has a 
pragmatic and r:t1cgised by lay people 
informed Kirsch often switched their 
faith in healer· .. 

Robbins mentioned such as Asad, Smith, 
Ruel and Needham, to discuss how the meaning of belief varies from the 
proposition to faith. Nevertheless, the emphasis here, whether on propositions or 
faith, is still individually focused. He suggests that the phrase 'to believe in' 
represents a cross-culturally acceptable concept of having faith or trust in the 
object being believed. Alternatively, belief could be used in a propositional sense, 
where to 'believe that' someone or something exists expresses more uncertainty, 
as if the statement were open to testing. That form of expressing belief is often 
not present in where belief hing more commonly 
expressed To expect some 
people to convt·• iositional statements 
ignores the drrnensions of is being used. As a 
consequence, ·,mthropologisi ., iked for belief in the 
wrong places· are looking assert 'belief that' 
statements rai people 'be! ir • ·· 
helpful to determine if people are 'really Christian is to look at what they believe 
in, he says, manifested by their actions - 'in trying to identify what people are up 
to culturally' (2007). Further, Robbins warns of the tendency to impute or discern 
'meaning' when it is perhaps the anthropologist, not the informant, who is 
seeking it: 'meaninglessness is always something untoward, lobbed in 
unexpectedly' (2006, 218). 

This is a point usefully developed elsewhere in the concept of 'sincerity' by 
Keane (2002, 2007) where he examines the moral, teleological narrative of 
modernity th"' tffe now bei t"r rom 'false' beliefs. 
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ves as important as 
and temporally. The 

1heir doctrines have 
(or, as Keane reads, 

:1e:-;ociated belief 'with 
·•nbordinate belief to 

Callum Brown, although an historian, not an anthropologist, offered an 
important contribution about how belief is situated in a social milieu. Brown's 
main premise (2001) is that Britain underwent a massive and profound cultural 
change post 1960s that changed the way British people believed and behaved. His 
theoretical claims are based on his adherence to the theories of pre-modernity, 
modernity and post-modernity, a position he says divides the academy. Broadly, 
he asserts thn1 mistakenly secularisation as a 
feature of po·cl ·,1z·uctural rather than 
discursive thcz zz.ere a turning point 
because 'from took the form of 
a rejection of of the individual' 
(2001, 193). 

Christiani \ a gendered that located piety in 
femininity from 1960. Women 1xrformed traditional, 
domestic roles were revered as sacred and bound to Christianity, until: 

... the age of discursive Christianity then quite quickly collapsed. It did so, 
fundamentally, when women cancelled their mass subscription to the discursive 
domain of Christianity. Simultaneously, the nature of femininity changed 
fundamentally. . . (200 I, 195) 

Brown is thus shifting the location of belief from propositional, faith-based, 
doctrinal formulations to ones of cultural and individual identity. He stresses the 
importance of as legitimate belief and behaving 
and then movzo. jjmal forms of discursive, cultural 
forms. Unusu of religion, female over male 
agency. 

Shifting to everydan use as a single case 
example an e"'"' Kin 2001 th:ii been predicted by 
Asad (1993) embracing a claim that 
Christianity was not in decline but thriving. It is to that event and my subsequent 
research that I now turn to illustrate what I theorise is 'performative belief'. 

Performative belief 

Performative belief is a term I am using to describe a phenomenon that I observed 
during my empirical research exploring belief across three generations in North 
Yorkshire, UK (Day 2006, 2009), and is comparable, I will argue, to other studies 
elsewhere. Ide::·• hdped explain ::!;-;erved when people 
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used language 
to actively claini 
in these terms 
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identities. Belief 

sometimes has the effect 
of doing somi 1 conveyinr (Austin 1962). As 
others have argued interpretations of a speech act must account for the cultural 
framework in which it is being used and the function or 'meaning-in-use'. My 
earlier application of the idea of performativity (Day 2005) illuminated how 
Baptist women reconciled the experience of unanswered prayer through meeting, 
making tea, sharing stories and, as they described it, 'chatting' about it. 
Accepting both the performative and semiotic functions of language, I was able 
to analyse their 'chat' in terms of how it reflected their collective beliefs, or 
worldview, and of their world 
and their God idea of performativity 
beyond singk purpose: a lived, 
embodied pe1 through repetition, 
regulation and (1987) argued that 
all the visible they 'do gender'. It 
is to that comb ,, I tum in proposing 
my theory of 

Social context 

The social context in which beliefs are performed will influence what beliefs are 
expressed and identities shaped. Performances, according to Goffman (1959, 36-
51 ), are socialised and idealised: they fit into social expectations and idealise 
society's values. One of the main acts I analysed during fieldwork was the act of 
selecting the asked the i hat is your religion?' 
on the 200 l if respondents self-
identified as anomalous, where less than 7% 
attend church in public 
attendance to rnnfirmations also shows a 
decline (Gill, 1998; Brierley 

beliefs thromd1 ing semi-structured 
interviews, wiLhouL asking overLly religious quesLions and without selecting 
people on the basis of their interest in religion or spirituality. Questions such as 
'what do you believe in?', 'what is most important to you?' and 'what do you 
think happens to you after your die?' were more provocative than closed, 
religiously loaded, 'propositional' questions such as 'do you believe in God?'. I 
wanted to probe what people thought about the so-called ultimate or ontological 
questions, assuming that themes of morality, meaning and perhaps even 
transcendence were not exclusively 'religious' or even 'spiritual'. The only direct 
question I askt'd my final que'1i I asked informants 
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'what is your 

spoke in w d;.;,cribed acts relating 
mto being of identity. It soon 

i;.fr;cmants did n;; ;mswer my questions 
in terms of ;T;.c.ds. They arn giving me examples, 
often long descriptions of a person or a situation that would illustrate what they 
were trying to say. Most of the stories I heard concerned beliefs that were about 
the values people trusted - or longed for - in their human relationships, drawn 
from those relationships, replicated through them and embodied through them. 
Beliefs about belonging to other people are those, I suggest, which may largely 
explain why people identify themselves with a religion when the act of so doing is 
presented in a context which forces the respondent to choose, not only between 
religion or no assertions of belief 
are expression·; belonging' thesis 
implausible. the church or 
spirituality was therefore find, when I asked 
people at the how they had ;he census question, 
'what is your half (37) of my including those 
who were not t;iwards religion, said 
'Christian'. 

That so many of my informants who were otherwise non-religious, agnostic 
and even antagonistic towards religion selected 'Christian' initially struck me as 
a contradiction. Further analysis convinced me, as discussed in more detail 
elsewhere (Day 2006, 2009), that non-religious people sometimes claim a 
religious affiliation to demonstrate their 'believing in belonging' to certain self­
perceived family or 'ethnic' social groups. That demonstration of belonging can, 
I will argue, be read as a performance that occurs m other specific social 
situations, ari;1 · ionships and socially mediated 
behaviours. ;.:;fends beyond Goffman described as 
'impression it not only refL · · ;dso brings into being 
the desirable context, both Robertson 

as evidence of the 
quantitatively, they 

would have seen that the demographic record pointed to a narrative of decline: 
most people who selected 'Christian' as their Christian identity were over 50. 
Nevertheless, the leaders' reactions suggest that Brown's (2001) prediction of the 
death of discursive Christianity may have been premature. The new archbishop of 
the Church in Wales commented at his inauguration (Morgan 2003) that he faced 
challenges with church congregations 'slumping' but he was 'heartened by the 
2001 census results, which show most people in Wales believe in God'. The 
census questions for England and Wales did not ask about belief or God, only 
religious self- ;;rchbishop's ·,hows how easy it is 



20 

to conflate iss "· -. 
expressed simx Lff 

religious self-
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religious 
and To describc-

cnurse fewer people 
the levels of belief 

·cccular is simply not 
accurate (Lords Hansard text for 6 June 2003, 230606-01). 

Among the flurry of the uncritical, jubilant and somewhat muddied responses 
described above, one important feature of the 2001 census tends to remain 
unexamined: why, in a period when all the available sociological research tells us 
that people are turning away from Christianity - at least in its institutionalised 
form - would so many people choose to identify themselves with the institution 
of Christianity? Different surveys that ask more subjective questions about 
religious han the England and 
Wales question K Christian charity 
Tearfund 'Do you regard 
yourself as concluded that just 
over half (53<;1 igion, a much lower 
figure than in line with, for 
example, the 

The Bishops responses, uncritical of the contrud1ctury evidence, were a 
feature of what Asad might have recognised as discursive practices designed to 
legitimise certain forms of Christianity. An example of how this was acted out in 
a more domestic setting is Terry, 49, an agricultural contractor. He answered my 
question 'what do you believe in?' by immediately turning it around: 

Uh, what do I believe in? Tell you what I don't believe in [laughs]. Are you asking 
do I believe in God - is that what you're aiming for? 

Terry, like most 
rules, of our 
kind of belief. 

.~ct"hlich the parameters, or 
for any particular 

to create hi& about belief, 
He explained· believe in one great 

deity who's sky'. nterview he returned 
to the theme people wern or scrutinised by a 
higher being no part in hi• was not religious, 
and yet, when had answered ;.nHsus, he said he had 
answered 'Church of England' (although that was not an option: only 'Christian' 
was provided as a category). When I asked him why he had done so, he replied: 

Well, only because they asked us to, not because ... we wouldn't have any qualms, 
but that's the British way, isn't it? If people are not religious, they're C of E. Church 
of England. Weddings, funerals and christenings. 

His repetitive tone - 'weddings, funerals and christenings' - marks moments of 
the performative process. Terry brings into being his Christianity through 
participation rnntcxts, such as he church's public, 
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institutionalised · · identifying a nn the census and by 
talking about 1 if the intervk11 and only then, is he a 
Christian. He he goes abou1 life and even when 
asked a genen1 i believed in bistian when asked to 
choose a identities (including 
'none'). His on the mther socialised by 
context: the census document is filled out by one person on behalf of all members of 
the household; it is therefore a group, not individual, act where the other members' 
identities and social markers, from age to ethnicity, must be accounted for. 

It is also a political act if we are to read the inclusion of a question about 
religious identity as a political event. Census questions do not arrive neutrally on 
the census simply because statisticians at the Office for National Statistics think it 
is a good idea. Questions are ultimately approved by the Parliament. Any new 
questions can exhaustive and, in some cases, 
lobbying, as iJ90s. It was me since the census 
began that religious asked in England, 
Wales and Sn of a religiou·; on the 2001 census 

from consulf;; advice from several 
1gious Affilia; c:roup (Francis 2003; 
suggest that 'Christian' 

response to also a best understood as 
performative, nominalist Christianity. Nearly three-quarters of the population 
identified themselves as Christian because, as Terry explained, 'they asked us to'. 

Following Foucault (1980): it is a political, powerful act to lock people into a 
process of claiming an identity for themselves, which happens to coincide with the 
desired identity promoted by the powerful. Evans-Pritchard (1937), for example, 
observed that although ordinary common people devised complex witchcraft beliefs 
and practices to account for misfortune, such formulations were not practised by 
nobility: as noble; Bloch (1986) made a 
similar point in tvkrina of Madagascar 
were not only a state-encouraged 
practice to con;h '' conceived here not 
as proposition;il 

Social belonging 

If we move away from the propositional forms of belief demanded by Christian 
leaders and government censuses, it becomes clear that other forms of belief are 
more powerful in people's social relationships. Belief in social relationships is 
performed both through belonging and excluding. For example, many people 
who told me they had chosen 'Christian' as their affiliation on the census also 
explained that they did not believe in God or any religion. When I asked Graham, 
a 34-year-old technical analyst, what he had said on the census, he replied: 'I've 
been baptised · i;;istian so in I am a Christian but 
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I'm not a prac 
would have 
I don't disbelie\ e 
it was instilled 
she would am,v,"'"' 
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\"\\r'. Gary, a 
'Howl was 

'1'.~-year-old 

age that I WW' 

with 'Christ 

lorry driver, said he 
I don't believe, but 

explained, 'I suppose 
. Harriet, 14, said 

know why. Because 
I was baptised. J"h,i<tian without Penny said, 'Because 
I was christened Church of England'. Being Christened, or baptised, is a social 
act signifying belonging to a family and, nominally, the church to which the 
family belongs. It is also an act of embodiment where the moment of becoming 
Christian is physically marked through water and collective prayer. The 
baptismal experience is not recalled as a religious experience, but a social one, 
stressing the importance of the human relationship rather than the religious belief. 

Patrick, a 48-year-old professional, described himself as an atheist who 
interview that he 

not believe that there 
think that is utterly 

powerful, embodied 
a fear of attending 
peace', which he 

attributed to believe in what he 
described as 'the human spirit'. This recalls the discussion by Needham, Robbins, 
Ruel and Smith stated earlier in this paper about belief being best understood as 
'faith' rather than proposition. Here, through people like Patrick, I am adding the 
quality of emotion and embodied experience in human relationships. 

In another interview, I observed how my presence prompted my informant to 
improvise and change some of his beliefs. Rick, 20, is a painter-decorator who is 
single and lives with his mother and siblings. He had agreed to meet me for an 

meet at the local pub. That would not have been my 
confidential. soon as I walked in 

and saw him he had chosen at a table talking to 
people nearb) In some senses, he 
was at home. he had been coming 
to the pub all room and as a young 
teenager, he far from where his 
mother workeJ ;md extended family 
would be socialising together. This was his territory, not mine. Rick was easy to 
talk to and seemed to open up readily, telling me about the difficulties he 
experienced when his parents divorced several years earlier and about his dreams 
of having a family and nice home in the future. 

Rick: I believe everybody should have a goal in life. 

Abby: A goal in life? 

Rick: Yeah. 
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He spoke for his parents' few years earlier and 
how upset he haJ beeH. theie were other belielc. he waHted to share: Rick said 
he was concerned about immigrants. 

I probably say I'm not racist like, but your Asians, stuff like that. I disagree with 
them, stuff like that. Not with them being in country, but with way they live when 
they are in the country. Asylum, immigration, stuff like that. I have my beliefs on 
that. 

Atypically, I decided at that point to intervene by calling attention to myself, a 
Canadian immigrant. I asked him directly: 'What about me? I'm an immigrant'. 
Rick looked slightly emb "; ;;',',; d and replied: 'Yeah but 

direct questio;; 
claim off you 

A long sik;;,,,, 

see how he 

;;;;ething with aren't you?' Rick 
your life, dci not respond to that 

v;,neral point 'So, immigrants who 

;;i able and I wanted to 
with his obvious ease 

with me. I waited to see how our social interaction might produce an amended 
view of his beliefs. After a moment or two he continued: 

1 don't know if I'm racist, 1 probably am. Don't think 1 am racist, but I might be. 
Don't know how you're classed as a racist. All I know if people come in my country 
[It was the first time he had used the personal pronoun 'my' to describe the country. 
He then looked at me directly and corrected himself] into our country, if they work 
and so on I've got not a real problem with it. It's when they sit on their asses and 
don't do owt. 

Suddenly, I w;F 

the boundary 
being effected 
concepts and 
interaction. 

Social action; 

social inter ', 'll, 

are produced 

member of his group: 
the researcher, was 

Barth ( 1960) argued, 
;undary through social 

Many informants were involved in strategic improvisation, in what I will describe 
as 'doing belief'. After acknowledging that they thought their beliefs were 
formed at an early age in the home, community and school, many people talked 
about how their beliefs were further personalised by life experience and 
interaction with other people. This does not mean they rejected what they were 
taught by their parents as far as the large 'social codes' were concerned, but that 
they accepted responsibility for working out the details themselves in practice. 
I probed this believe by wHh them the kinds of 
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inal lives and they thought they 

describe as 
magic. He 
believe my be! 
right: 

preferred to 
helieve I have 

he added, 

some people might 
'the old ways' or 
god guiding me. I 

mean he always gets it 

I have a fundamental belief system, that I want to be good. I want to be friendly and 
1 believe in helping. I believe in being eco-friendly, for want of a better phrase, as 
much as I possibly can. And sometimes I screw it up and sometimes I don't have 
time, you know. 

The desire to look at the grey areas and then think about the appropriate action 
was part of Clare's own moral code. A 58-year-old holistic therapist, she said 

I believe I 
answers, and 
possible. If 
line Buddhi ,t 

and that there 
to a complete 
system, then 

when that is 
But not a hard-

By hard-line path which you must 
follow withoui she would herself as 'a bit of a 
deviant'. She ·ihades of grey, and white: 'because 
we only see the truth from where we are'. Both Phil and Clare were guided by 
their beliefs, but did not defend them as propositional truth claims that could not 
be amended. 

The way some of my informants initially responded to my question about 
what they believed in would have made it easy to dismiss their beliefs as a merely 
credal response. A Christian who follows literalist biblical teaching cannot be 
unmoved by the instruction of their saviour to believe in him: 'And whosoever 
liveth and be!" die. Believi !his?' (John 11 :26). 

Sometime.·; ;ipparently creed-like responses 
as if they are when, to the ! 1e act of attesting to 
the belief in :ind in Jesus Christ' is 

lo their guarantee of 
salient and hath faith based and 

propositional. may also br rnme important than 
materiality if, for some Christians God is 'the word'. 

By resisting framing of such belief statements as merely 'credal', I could see 
beyond what might be described as wholly propositional to something approaching 
my idea of performativity. For example, Jane, a teacher in her early 60s, said: 'I 
believe in God, one God, which I define as a spiritual being or a spiritual presence, 
no gender, all loving, all powerful, all mighty, creator'. Joe, a teenage boy, said he 
believed in 'all the Catholic beliefs' and attends church regularly. Vickie, a teenage 
girl, answered: 'God'. Lindsay, her classmate, answered: 'I believe, I'm a 
Christian, and church. I believe most of the stuff 
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were their opening 
Jane, for example, 

Vickie talked about 
stories about why in 

certain cases and then ref ;;dvice. 
Therefore. creeds as merch mns of propositional 

phrases, we can see them as collective performances, incorporating both 
propositional 'believe that' statements as well as more emotive, faith-based 
sentiments. In his work, in the field of psychology, James Day studied narrative 
and what he described as the performative nature of language. One of his case 
examples (Day 1993, 222) centred on a woman he called 'Linda' who describes 
her experiences of reciting a creed: 

When we say it I feel, yes, believe that; I mean, I can affirm the basics there by being 
there and ; ;f her people. I :ind that we believe 

Those are the 
conversation~; .. 
understandinr 

Social action; 

the basics what we do there. 

;rnd stories th;t1 
and from 

and proposition 

be gleaned from 
more integrative 

together. 

Some informants appeared to possess dexterity in both 'doing' and 'undoing' 
belief that demonstrated skills of personal improvisation, similar to what Kirsch 
(2004, 708), in his study about how people changed their beliefs, described as 
wilful acts of pragmatism. 

Through rejecting certain beliefs, some of my informants found the space to 
create their own. Sarah, 14, answered my question by saying 

I believe in honF•.ty T think it'' very .11:ood to be honest ahrn.it things. I believe in love 
as well. And h;;ppiness. Leadin;.; life. Being content 
with yoursel 

Sarah also ( 'hristian, but herself from many 
ng she prefen;· 1 her own mind up 

and not people. rejects forms of 
been, as W"Jl... •."ggested, accrued in 

seminaries, in belief that into being in the 
context of specific relationships - or, as Firth, discussed above, saw as 'active 
weapons of adjustment' (1948, 26-27). 

Georgia, an 18-year-old student, specifically rejected certain believing 
behaviours when she answered my question: 

I wouldn't class myself as a Christian. I'm not devoted. I don't live by the Ten 
Commandments. I don't attend, so I wouldn't define myself as Christian at all. 

I do not infer from this that by not living by the Ten Commandments, Georgia 
steals and infer she to the first four 
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1nld me several stories 
experimenting with 
as useful learning 

herself as a Christian, 
such as love and 

Barbara, 69, a retired pub landlady, answered my first question about what 
she believed in by saying 

Not a lot. I'm not religious at all. Haven't been for a number of years, so I believe in 
today and now and not the hereafter and all of that. 

She said she was christened and went to church as a child, but became 
'disenchanted' through what she saw as hypocrisy in the church. She cited the 
Ten Commandments as good morals to live by but implicitly omitted the first 
theistic four asked her the nuestion she replied 'I 
would put Chli::11' Christian'. 

Chris, 43, the interview that 
he had been atheist. He rejected 
religion, told me that he had 

church of any kind, 
describing the legal' and said fused to pray or even 
sing the hymns when attending church weddings or funerals. Yet, he said he was 
initially unsure how to respond to the census question: 'I may be very close to 
being a Christian. I'd help anybody out, things like that'. 

Those informants did not speak from ignorance: they knew what Christian 
meant and they knew what they had to undo. Their undoing can be read as 
resistance, as an active choice rather than, for example, a failure of transmission, 
socialisation or religious education. 

Conclusions 

I have sugge':ted 
beliefs are act:> l 
social contexi 
Through the 
performative 
expectations and aspirations. 

who 'I' am 
:orporeal 

can adju:,: 

of describing how 
:;;;n;::ate from identity or 

'you' here and now. 
human relationships, 

n;:;;'fi social contexts, 

The first part of this paper proposed a genealogy of belief that showed how 
debates in anthropology and sociology have influenced our understanding of 
belief from propositions to performativity. Beginning with Tylor, I argued that a 
'belief in spirits' is an individualistic, propositional form of belief that has 
influenced scholars, but has limited value. Such a definition may, as Lambek 
(2002, 21) noted, 'remain congenial to many contemporary thinkers and is indeed 
almost a part of western "common sense" on the subject' but it would have been 
lost on some ol '::tnck and Chris, were atheists who 
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were also educated 
offended at Tylor's 

be replaced by 
evolved through a 

Many of thus far concern social organisation, 
individual meaning and, latterly, sociality. The place of belief in anthropology 
has tended to be localised, specific and typically small scale and domestic. 
Debates have concerned whether enquiries were sufficiently localised, as 
opposed to universalised, and historicised. The trend was to move from what 
informants 'believe' to how anthropologists construct belief, with an awareness 
that the sub-disciplinary preference of the scholar is likely to determine the 
interpretation. Durkheim's enormous sociological contribution to the recognition 
of social strucwr·· id and other nc·eded to be tempered 
by the and individual 
agency; both rrected by the kind of 
contribution ·rymbolism, with his 

essentialised 

in turn was rightly 
Asad, who in turn 

A sociological approach to belief has tended to focus on the institutional and 
societal, asking whether or not secularisation is occurring in Euro-American 
countries, with the main emphasis on measures of affiliation and practice, rather 
than belief. The theoretical grounding in the sociology of religion is largely 
Tylorian and Weberian, with assumptions about beliefs in spiritual beings and a 
search for meaning being somehow inherent and irreducibly both human and 
religion. As Robbins (2006) observed about anthropology - the concept of 
meaninglessnc?.?. hf'f'nmcs 'lnhhf'rl in' to works rcli c:ion and reflects a 
Christian-cent 

Having 
sociologists 

analysis about 
the mo•.t 

the large-srnl;; 

for meaning, many 
part of Weber's 

in religious action, 
·rignificant Christian 
rocial anthropologist 

::.00.:ial action as of significance and 
social structure. Rather than enquiring too deeply about why people choose not to 
participate in Christian activities, sociologists of religion from Davie to Voas 
based their arguments on quantitative data that asked questions using religious 
vocabulary to form questions such as 'do you believe in God?' and deploying 
Christian-centred values, such as 'do you think homosexuality is wrong?'. The 
results are mixed depending on the survey but tend to reflect propositional forms 
of belief only. A conclusion that beliefs are propositional may, therefore, reflect 
the research he liefs or expene Ji"~'"' r~search participants. 
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In this paf""; z:ate how an 
better illumirwf!" about belici 
belief' stresse0; relational locafrrn 
identities that craate to adapt tu 

various social combined effect 
that I turned fr of performai Characteristics such 
as the social context, the social relationships and the actor's reflexive ability to 
'do' and even undo belief all contribute to how beliefs and identities arise in 
specific places and times. Any universalistic, evolutionary and individually 
centred concepts of belief are thus problematic and contested. 
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Notes 
1. Although 

to describe 
term was first 
belief and 

Cdlup and Jones ( 1989) 

2. Durkheim';, were generaf1·1! rc.inforced by collective 
worship was later addressed by Bryan Wilson. Wilson argued there was a causal effect 
between the transfer of agency from the supernatural to the secular: religious beliefs 
would decline as religious practices declined, for they would not be reinforced or 
integrated into people's lives or consciousness. He assumed this was a global process, 
'in which the notion of a world order created by some supernatural agency has given 
considerable place to an understanding of a man-made and man-centred world' (2001, 
40). David Martin (1978), however, argued that secularisation was neither global nor 
inevitable. 

3. Engelke (2002, 4) suggested that Evans-Pritchard's scientific integrity broke down 
and took o;; ;g his career, increasingly involved 

4. 
in Catholicf"!"" 

separate 
carried out 
church atten 
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