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S P E C I A L  S E C T I O N
Grammars of Religion:  

Talal Asad on Wittgenstein

Introduction
On Seeing from “a Religious Point of View”

C H A R L E S  H I R S C H K I N D

abstract  In the lead es say to this spe cial sec tion, Talal Asad ex plores some of the av e nues opened up 
by Wittgenstein’s work for stu dents of re li gion. Highlighting some of the phi los o pher’s key in sights on 
the life of lan guage, Asad ar gues that, in stead of tak ing the op po si tion be tween be lief and prac tice as 
a starting point, schol ars should at tend to the va ri ety of ways lan guage comes to be used in con texts of 
em bod ied learn ing, con texts wherein the abil i ties and ap ti tudes ger mane to re li gious life are de vel oped 
and honed. Turning his fo cus to what Wittgenstein called the “gram mar” of such key con cepts as con vic
tion, per sua sion, and cri tique, Asad points to some of the ways that our sec u lar un der stand ings of these 
no tions are in ad e quate for grasp ing their place within re li gious lives. In the lat ter part of the es say, Asad 
brings a Wittgensteinian per spec tive to bear on a key de bate within the Is lamic tra di tion concerning the 
“rationality”ofdivinespeech.Thearticleisfollowedbyfivecommentariesthattakeupandexpandon
differentthemesfoundinAsad’sessayanddevelopedelsewhereinhiswork.
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Talal Asad, whose es say “Thinking about Religion through Wittgenstein” an chors 
this spe cial sec tion, has over the last fifty years pur sued a crit i cal in quiry into the 
core con cepts of sec u lar mo der ni ty and, pri mary among them, the twin con cepts 
of re li gion and sec u lar i ty. From his ear li est work in this field, it is clear that Asad, in 
con trast to most schol ars of an thro pol ogy and re li gious stud ies, never took re li gion 
to des ig nate an ob ject of anal y sis. Already in his 1983 en gage ment with the work 
of Clifford Geertz, Asad ar gued (and here re states) that the quest for a defi  ni tion 
of the term was mis guid ed, that there was no de fin ing es sence to the het ero ge ne ity 
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of prac tices we call re li gious that set them off from the rest of life. Rather than 
cir cum scribe an ob ject, re li gion brings into our an a lyt i cal pur view prac tices and 
con texts that are par tic u larly ger mane to the ex plo ra tion of a range of im por tant 
an thro po log i cal ques tions, per haps key among them, and cer tainly foregrounded 
in the pres ent es say, what kind of eth i cal lives we can cre ate and sus tain in light of 
the lim its of lan guage and the vulnerabilities of our em bod ied lives. In this sense, 
Asad has al ways thought about re li gion so as to be come  able to think through and 
with it, an ap proach no where more ev i dent than here, where Ibn Taymiyya and 
Ludwig Wittgenstein are shown to re cip ro cally il lu mi nate as pects of each oth er’s 
thought, and both teach us some thing about the dan gers of rea son as re ified and 
de tached from our lives.

Reflecting on his own style of think ing, Wittgenstein fa mously noted to a 
friend (as Asad here re minds us) that he couldn’t “help seeing ev ery prob lem from 
a re li gious point of view” (408). In this cur rent es say, Asad also claims a “re li gious 
point of view” for him self, tell ing us that he writes about the Is lamic tra di tion here 
as both “an an thro pol o gist and an in for mant . . .  at once from in side and out side 
be cause the two po si tions can not al ways be kept apart” (405). Indeed, in stead of 
two po si tions, we find here and else where in his writ ings a unique sen si bil i ty, as 
ev i dent in his en gage ments with the Is lamic tra di tion as it is in his writ ings on 
other tra di tions and top ics. My point is not to sug est that we read Asad as a “Mus
lim think er” but rather as some one for whom re li gion has not been so much an 
ob ject to de scribe and study as a form of life—a “point of view”—from which to 
learn and through which to think.

As with many of Asad’s writ ings, and per haps more so, the es say presented 
here ex plores a con stel la tion of interconnected ar gu ments bound, we might say, by 
“fam ily re sem blances,” but rang ing far wider than the ru bric “re li gion” could pos si
bly con tain. The com men tar ies that fol low the es say high light some (but far from 
all ) of the fruit ful lines of in quiry opened up by Asad’s Wittgensteinian re flec tion.
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