
16 Approaching Religion • Vol. 3, No. 1 • June 2013 

Approaching religion through linguistics
Methodological thoughts on a linguistic analysis of ‘religion’  
in political communication

stephanie garling

‘What if our language does not simply mirror 
or picture the world but instead profound-
ly shapes our views of it in the first place?’ 

Frank Fischer and John Forester posed this question at 
the opening of their book, The Argumentative Turn in Pol-
icy Analysis and Planning (1993). In the meantime almost 
20 years have passed and it is unlikely that a single aca-
demic has not been confronted with this sentence in 
one way or the other. Still, applying a linguistic focus to 
policy research has not become a mainstream option. 
Policy fields, their rationalities, and structures are for 
the most part taken for granted and most effort is put 
into explaining and improving policies rather than ask-
ing critical questions about truth, power and language 
games.

Keeping the categories unsettled
But what does it mean to be critical? Michel Foucault 
(1997) and Judith Butler (2002) differentiate between 
the notions of criticism and critique. Criticism is un-
derstood as making evaluative judgments about so-
cial goals and conditions. It aims to call into question 
the foundations of societies and to denaturalise social 
and political hierarchies. A policy analysis focussing 
on improvement and fault-finding, formulating pro-
posals and deeper knowledge of the object can fulfil 
the preconditions of being critical. It may be based on 
moral objectives such as justice, empowerment and 
solidarity and may include an analysis of dominance. 
A critical approach applying this focus would give 
advice on how to influence the roles and positions of 
the stakeholders. It would name and categorise struc-
tural deficits. The main task of such an analysis is to 
find solutions to identified problems.

Critique, on the other hand, is understood as a 
practice in which questions are posed which deal 
with the limits of our most sure ways of knowing. 

Critique is not generally definable, as this is depend-
ent on its objects, but its objects will in turn define 
the very meaning of critique. Critique can therefore 
be understood as a problematisation of effects on 
truth. Questioning ‘the exhaustive hold that such 
rules of ordering have upon certainty’ (Butler 2002) 
is the task of the critique. What are the rationalities, 
programmes and logics that make the system accept-
able? These limits can only be known if certainties are 
put at risk. Foucault speaks of a labyrinth into which 
one ventures and in which one can lose oneself while 
undertaking the endeavour (Foucault 2005: 19). Such 
a perspective has therefore no reassuring answers to 
give, as it cannot be known if the Other, the Unspeak-
able will produce a better world. But thinking other-
wise and focusing on agenda-setting, inclusion and 
exclusion, relations of power and selective attention 
has the effect of maintaining unsettled categories and 
leaving space for antagonism – both of which are un-
derstood to be necessary aspects of the political (cf. 
Mouffe 2005). This article will show how the perspec-
tive of critique is chiefly left aside when focussing on 
‘religion’ in empirical research. Therefore a method 
will be put forward that allows taking on the position 
of a critique, making it possible to focus on rational
ities and logics that are inherent to the current usage 
of ‘religion’. 

Approaching religion through turning the term 
around
Even if all social scientists know that the world is so-
cially constructed, as Steve Bruce stated in his even-
ing lecture at the SOCREL Conference in Birming-
ham in 2011, only epistemological shifts allow us to 
open up to the reflexivity and problematisation that 
modes of critique, as described above, can offer in 
comparison to criticism. 
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Constructivist and interpretative understandings 
of social phenomena lie at the heart of these shifts 
and call for a questioning of the ‘great narratives’ 
such as modernisation and development. Within the 
sociology of religion, ‘secularisation’ has been one 
of these grand themes. As stated in the editorial of 
this special issue, two main ways of looking at this 
phenomenon have developed. The one you might call 
the mainstream approach has turned towards reli-
gion, whereas the other is more concerned with turn-
ing the term around. Most research within the first 
field – the religious turn approach – focuses on ques-
tions of secularisation as a universal phenomenon: is 
secularisation on the increase or decrease and should 
secularisation theory be abandoned or not (cf. Berger 
1999, Davie 1999, Berger and Davie 2008, Pollack 
and Olson 2008)? Within this perspective the defi-
nition of religion is a substantial component and it 
interrelates with three fields of academic controversy: 
firstly the correct position for such a definition with-
in the research process (Weber 2005, Eliade 1958), 
secondly the width of such a definition (Durkheim 
1915, Knoblauch 2000) and thirdly the question as to 
which essential features are the ones which outline the 
terms of religion appropriately and should therefore 
be included in such a definition (Smith 1991, Geertz 
1966, Asad 1999). To some extent new approaches in 

this field, which is mostly based on measuring and 
comparing, are acknowledging secularisation as be-
ing multiple – like the modernities (Casanova 1994, 
Eisenstadt 2000) – and trying to find shared charac-
teristics as well as distinctions in-between and with 
different cultural backgrounds (Dobbelaere 2002, 
Wohlrab-Sahr and Burchardt 2012). Even if all these 
approaches take on so very many different perspec-
tives and try to answer a wide range of research ques-
tions, what connects them is the fact that they are ‘all 
dependent on a substantial concept of religion, in the 
sense that they assume – implicitly or explicitly – a 
substance of the category which can be traced and 
compared across time and space in order to measure 
the size and shape of the “thing” ’ (Johansen 2011: 
281).

Foucault characterises this kind of research as a 
‘virtual deductive edifice’ (Foucault 2005: 62). He 
describes that within this edifice, terms are being ar-
ranged like stones which, step by step, constitute the 
edifice itself. They create disciplines and provide co-
herence and continuity. One of their great strengths 
is differentiation. That is how they call for clear inclu-
sion and exclusion. Terms are being ordered through 
definitions and in being applied they likewise create 
order. They can be seen as descriptive and prescrip-
tive at the same time.

Taking these aspects of terms for granted without 
focussing on their creativeness in constructing the 
world we live in is not the way research could be done 
when a position of critique is aimed for. But what 
would be an alternative to making further contribu-
tions to this edifice? Foucault sees this alternative in 
describing the organisation of the field of statements 
where the concepts appear and circulate: le jeu des 
concepts (Foucault 1994: 75). Focussing on this game 
of terms, as he calls it, allows for a broader perspec-
tive. Conceptual systems and their organisation and 
dispersion become central to the analysis. Adopting 
this perspective is what is meant by the title of this 
chapter; ‘Turning religion’. It aims to offer analytic
al steps for a research that doesn’t want to (directly) 
participate in the actual ‘religious turn’ but wants to 
observe its implications – turning the term ‘religion’ 
around and looking at the formation of its concepts. 
This will offer a research position which is a critique 
rather than a criticism. The researcher remains an 
observer rather than an adviser.

As it is described metaphorically in the editorial 
of this special issue, this perspective is taken on by a, 
so-to-speak ‘smaller brother’. ‘He’ is not just turning 
towards ‘religion’ but turns the term around so that 

Michel Foucault. Lecture at the Collège de France 
(Michèlle Bancilhon) in Michel Foucault: Une histoire de 
la vérité, Paris: Syros, 1985, p. 22.



18 Approaching Religion • Vol. 3, No. 1 • June 2013 

its very existence gets questioned, reduced to pure 
‘science fiction’ and to something that ‘merely dis-
torts the field’ and should be abandoned (Fitzgerald 
1997: 93), or at least, he demands that its theor
etical and practical implications be reflected upon 
(McCutcheon 2000: 132). These approaches focus on 
power, understood as something productive. Power 
relations are therefore seen as something that can be 
found everywhere where there is society. ‘Religion’ 
and its linguistic usage are seen as one aspect of these 
power games.

Still, most of these approaches get trapped as, 
with their extreme position of criticism rather than 
critique, they essentialise no less than the approaches 
they criticise (McKinnon 2002: 79). Besides, by solely 
concentrating on mere criticism makes people forget 
that ‘religion’ is being used by social actors every day 
and that ‘non-academics make far more use of it, 
and they do not use it arbitrarily’ (McKinnon 2002: 
76). Avoiding this trap and taking the general usage 
of ‘religion’ into account makes it necessary to shift 
the focus towards the operative ideas (Bell 2006: 28) 
which are being built and which structure the ‘edifice’ 
of today’s language. So the formation of the category 
or concept in itself should be the focus of empirical 
research, rather than just criticising its (mis)use 
within power relations.

Accordingly, it can be said that for such a wider 
understanding of ‘how the idea of religion oper-
ates in the wider contemporary world’ (Beyer 2003: 
158), it is necessary to leave the described ‘brothers’ 
quarrel’ behind and to develop new tools to turn the 
term around. Otherwise, research amounts ‘to no 
more than an awareness that non-experts often use 
and have an understanding of the notion of religion’ 
(Beyer 2003: 155). In the following this article sug-
gests a term-based textual analysis as one possible 
tool with which to fill this gap and open up a dis-
course for critique rather than criticism.

Methodology – method – data
Consequently, this article is a text on method. It sug-
gests one way in which – when asking the research 
questions in the epistemological way described above 
– the empirical data chosen could be approached. 
This method of a term-based textual analysis could 
be applied to multiple forms of other empirical back-
grounds but as every method needs examples to be 
illustrative, comprehensible, and open to scrutiny, 
the following characterisation of such an analysis is 
based on examples from the policy field of German 

and Swiss development aid. It contains segments of a 
whole project focussing on the understanding of ‘re-
ligion’ in foreign aid and is based on programmatic 
texts from this policy field, such as speeches, train-
ing handbooks, conference invitations, and presenta-
tions. All materials are produced by political actors 
working in this policy field and are published on the 
internet and/or via, for example, leaflets, brochures 
and handouts. As stated before, the aim of these ex-
amples is not to shed light on the usage of ‘religion’ 
in foreign aid, but to assign the method of a term-
based textual analysis. Therefore, the given examples 
are not interrelated, but are chosen because they in-
dicate the benefit that a term-based textual analysis 
has for focussing on the formation of the concept of 
‘religion’. They facilitate an exposure of the inherent 
knowledge circulating within this process and reveal 
certainties and rationalities that keep the system run-
ning and open them up to a critique.

Term-based textual analysis
[T]he way that we use words is a significant 
index of how we think. Also, more actively, it 
is a significant factor in determining how we 
think. To understand the world, and ourselves, 
it is helpful if we become critical of the terms 
and concepts that we are using. (Cantwell Smith 
1996: 16.)

Two analytical methods
For the analysis of ‘terms’ it is possible to differenti-
ate between two schools. These schools come from 
different academic disciplines, ask different ques-
tions and form different ways of approach. Still, both 
can help to illustrate the so-called ‘language games’ 
and their intertwining trails. The first school – aris-
ing from Wittgenstein – can be spoken of as action-
oriented approaches. They take linguistic utterance as 
communicative acts and therefore as actions. Subjects 
are intentionally speaking according to their mental-
ity and consciousness. Therefore, contexts play an 
important role for understanding the language game. 
The second school arises from the so-called structure-
oriented approaches, which focus on formation rules. 
Coming from Saussure they are taking language as a 
system which can be analysed according to its struc-
ture. For this school the meaning of linguistic signs 
exists only in relation to other signs. Identities and 
differences make the mechanisms of language (Saus-
sure 2006: 107). The subject is not seen as autono-
mous and sovereign. Therefore, linguistic practices 
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are analysed in detachment from the activity of the 
subject: recipient, author, audience are not the focus 
of analysis but merely semantic structures within 
the discourse. Expressed through the metaphor of a 
game, we could say that the first school focuses on the 
player, the venue and the season, whereas the second 
puts the focus on the rules of the game.

But what does this mean for a text analysis which 
focuses on the use of a specific term – such as, in our 
case, ‘religion’ – and aims at a critique rather than 
criticism?

Avoiding causal relations through structure
Structure-oriented approaches offer a way to avoid 
singular, context-based causal relations. No mat-
ter what kind of context (situational or historical), 
only presumptions of the author’s intention, recipi-
ent’s reactions or text functions enacted by assumed 
causalities lead to plausible statements. But causal 
relations are often artificial and superficial (Werner 
and Zimmermann 2006: 47) and therefore constitute 
a gateway for normative and essentialising conclu-
sions. Therefore, an analysis which aims at critique 
rather than criticism needs to be based on a struc-
ture-oriented approach. It needs to focus on the se-
mantic structure rather than the text’s context and 
function. For this endeavour, texts are not seen as 
homogeneous, unmediated and particular (Foucault 
2005: 27). Instead, it becomes necessary to question 
their unity. Its unity needs to be suspended with the 
overall aim of restructuring it and retrieving a unity 
that turns the previous one around. A useful means 
of effecting this restructuring lies in the text itself, as 
it consists of three different layers: the thematic, ar-
gumentative and grammatical levels (cf. Marxhausen 
2010: 229–34). At the thematic level overall topics of 
the text and its outlines are set and the themes un-
fold. At the grammatical level, different linguistic 
means are used to make these themes understand-
able and plausible to the audience. And finally at the 
argumentative level convincing and evaluative strat
egies as well as presumptions are to be found.

The analytical differentiation into these three lay-
ers of a text helps to fulfil the described operation of 
questioning and restructuring texts in the way of a 
critique. They will therefore frame the following sec-
tions with the purpose of showing the usefulness of 
such an analysis, by visualising some cases of inherent 
knowledge that lie within the semantics surrounding 
the term ‘religion’ in political communication. The 
following passages in the first instance illustrate dif-
ferent linguistic means (topoi, metaphors and verbal 

strategies) which can be helpful for such an analysis. 
And secondly, examples are integrated that derive 
from the research project mentioned above which 
deals with programmatic texts on foreign aid and de-
velopment.1

Text semantics
The analysis of topoi gives a guideline by which to ex-
plore the first layer; the thematic level of a single text 
or a whole corpus, as it offers the chance to disclose 
rule-complying enunciations. They can reveal frames 
and patterns by which meaning is structured. Topoi 
are to be understood as plausible argumentation 
schemes which belong to the premises. They connect 
the argument(s) with the conclusion as they justify 
the transition from the argument to the conclusion. 
Topoi can be seen as content-related warrants or con-
clusion rules (cf. Reisigl and Wodak 2009: 110–11). 
They can be obtained through paraphrasing reduc-
tion or through deducing the topic of the text(s). 

An example from the research project on the un-
derstanding of ‘religion’ in foreign aid is the topos 
‘ambivalence’, which is closely interlinked with the 
current use of the term religion in political commu-
nication. Thus a sense of the reality of religion being 
ambivalent is created and it seems obvious that reli-
gion has ambivalent features: It can be good or bad. 
It can serve stability just as it can be misused. It can 
be helpful in creating understanding and at the same 
time it can be a trigger for wars. The topos ‘ambiva-
lence’, which is explicitly applied in some of the texts 
(e.g. Ma1: 18; Ma2: 10–13; Ma3: 9) connects these ar-
guments with the conclusion that ‘we’ – the actors in 
foreign aid – need to be attentive about (Ma4: 13), or 
carefully monitoring (Ma5: 29) ‘religion’.

Looking for different motives and features that 
arise and are repeatedly articulated, topoi still don’t 
need to be expressed as explicitly as is done with reli-
gion being ambivalent. But the interrelation can also 
be reinforced through denying it or describing it as 

1	 The materials used to illustrate the theoretical 
thoughts derive from a research project on under-
standings of ‘religion’ in German, Swiss and Austrian 
foreign aid. All of them are programmatic texts 
from this policy field, including speeches, training 
handbooks, conference invitations, and presenta-
tions. They were produced by political actors engaged 
in foreign aid and were published between the late 
1990s and 2009 on the internet and/or via leaflets, 
brochures, handouts etc. The original language of the 
texts is German. The English translations used in this 
article were done by the author.



20 Approaching Religion • Vol. 3, No. 1 • June 2013 

something opposite. An 
example of how a topoi, 
in this case ‘Islam and ter-
rorism’, can be supported, 
even while denying the 
connection of the two 
terms, is instanced in the 
following sentence: ‘Ter-
rorism shouldn’t be named 
in the same breath as Is-
lamism’ (Ma4: 48). This 
statement does precisely 
what is supposed not to be 
done. Even by challenging 
the topos of Islam and ter-
rorism their interrelation 
is reinforced. Named after 
a book by George Lakoff 
(2004), this effect could 
be called the ‘Don’t think 
of an elephant’ effect. The 
reader or listener does exactly what he/she is asked 
not to do, merely by being asked not to do it and the 
picture of an elephant – or the inter-linkage of Islam 
with terrorism – is strengthened.

As we have already seen on the basis of these few 
examples, topoi can occur implicitly or explicitly, but 
they always set the main terms of argumentation and 
frame the limits of what is assumed to be true. They 
give an overall structure of what is to be said and 
what stays aside and they are therefore an important 
aspect of a structure-oriented analysis which aims to 
retrieve knowledge and make it approachable for cri-
tique.

At the grammatical level metaphors are a very in-
teresting and often-used device as they have a strong 
impact on our perception of the world. Like topoi, 
they stabilise lines of argumentation and provide 
justifications. They are not just purely aesthetic orna-
ments but are often used to arouse emotions (Kien-
pointner 2005: 229). For example, in the metaphor of 
‘religion’ having ‘a dark side’ (Ma6: 38), a feeling of 
uncertainty and discomfort is conveyed. There has to 
be a light side too, but caution is necessary as things 
can change suddenly and the negative and destructive 
parts could manifest. Metaphors create connections 
between issues, reduce the complexity of complicated 
topics and conceal that of others.  Ordinary concep-
tual systems are fundamentally metaphorical (cf. La-
koff and Johnson 1980). In the case of the ‘dark side’ 
metaphor a picture arises which suggests that  ‘the 
side we see is only one aspect of this’ (Ma2: 27) and 

that there is an element of 
the unknown, something 
that causes uncertainty.

Metaphors play ‘a 
central role in defining 
our everyday realities’ 
(Lakoff and Johnson 
1980: 3). They are able to 
transfer something ab-
stract and unknown into 
a more familiar, concrete 
and material idea. They 
may visualise something 
which doesn’t actually ex-
ist. These pictures drawn 
with language are very 
effective in building up 
identification and help 
to evaluate and prescribe 
behaviour. Another ex-
ample from the mater

ial of the communication in foreign aid consists of 
two opposing metaphors which are both used to 
describe religion and its features. One describes re-
ligion as ‘deeply rooted’ (Ma6: 16) and ‘deeply an-
chored’ (Ma7: 22). The second uses the metaphor 
of religion being ‘not cemented’ (Ma6: 12). Thus, on 
the one hand, religion is not solid, but rather flex-
ible and mobile. It is not a kind of binding material 
with which to build a house, like cement, but some-
thing that is constructed, that can be influenced and 
interpreted. On the other hand, the use of the word 
religion in combination with terms like anchor and 
root creates a picture of something that lies in depth 
in the groundwater or earth and which sustains, sup-
ports, and persists. A deeply intrinsic understanding 
of religion is supported and further associations are 
stimulated. For example in the case of the root, un-
derstood as the part of a plant that provides for other 
plant components above, the question arises: What 
might these parts of the ‘plant’ be? What is it religion 
provides for? Instantly more ideas come up and are 
interconnected with the issue without being directly 
mentioned within the text itself. Consequently, meta-
phors have the potential to highlight specific aspects 
of a matter and set others aside. Regardless of whether 
a religion is described as fluid or solid, as constructed 
or intrinsic, both kinds of metaphor are ontological, 
giving entity and substance to the notion of ‘religion’. 
It becomes possible to refer to it, categorise, group 
and quantify it.

Metaphors create dimensions in which it is pos-

Byzantine Metaphor for the Soul and Death.  
Photo by  Ken Fairfax. 
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sible to speak about the immaterial and also make it 
possible to reason about ‘religion’ in one way or the 
other (cf. Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 25). The analysis 
of metaphors surrounding the term ‘religion’ there-
fore constitutes a very interesting element of a textual 
analysis which aims at retrieving inherent knowledge 
in the communication regarding it.

At the argumentative level verbal strategies are a 
crucial means. Verbal strategies can be understood 
as procedures for persuasion and argumentation (cf. 
Salamun 1988: 11). Verbal strategies are all part of 
the metaphor ‘argument is war’ (Lakoff and Johnson 
1980: 4). They are often referred to when speaking of 
the means for winning a semantic fight or conquer 
terms (cf. Grinth 2002: 68). Verbal strategies follow 
the idea that achieving victory is a question of how to 
say things. They often work with presumptions and 
isotopes and can be emotive, evaluative or interroga-
tive and they can appear in the forms of a statement, 
claim, criticism, appeal or argument.

The statement, ‘Religion is a generally-acknowl-
edged moral attitude’ (Ma8: 9), is one example from 
the project on understandings of ‘religion’ within 
foreign aid using this means. The sentence indicates 
very directly what is supposed to be true – in this case 
that religion is a moral attitude. As this is a generally 
acknowledged fact, it would be odd to believe some-
thing different. The phrase therefore bestows more 
plausibility and prominence upon the statement. It 
marginalises other opinions and confers a high status 
on religion in combination with morality.

Another example of how verbal strategies are ap-
plied is: ‘In many respects religious belief forms the 
behaviour of human beings’ (Ma9: 25). The nomin
alisation of religious belief leads to the plausibil-
ity that it can form something. It can be active. The 
perspective that only human beings are able to form 
religious beliefs is dismissed and religious beliefs are 
being essentialised with the same consequences as 
are mentioned in the context of the ontological meta-
phors above; religion becomes an entity which can be 
referred to, which can be categorised and therefore in 
the logical next step, quantified.

The following example particularly presupposes a 
great deal of inherent knowledge: ‘The coming into 
contact of different religions leads to head-shaking’ 
(Ma10: 28). It is firstly a prerequisite that there are 
different religions and that they are able to get into 
contact with each other. Again, an ontological under-
standing of ‘religion’ is reinforced. At the same time, 
it is assumed that readers associate the same idea and 
feeling with the shaking of heads. This becomes dif-

ficult if – as in Romania and Bangladesh – shaking 
your head means that you agree with something. But 
what this sentence refers to is, in fact, disagreement. 
The statement that disagreement arises when differ-
ent religions meet is therefore being naturalised and 
reinforced with this sentence. It seems to be a nor-
mality.

Another example of a verbal strategy which is 
quite common in the context of religion is in-group 
referencing. Religion as a western construction (Ma2: 
8) or described in ‘eurocentric’ (ibid.) terms are two 
examples of this. In-group references secure not only 
the interpretational sovereignty, but also deprive the 
out-group – in this context non-western – of the cap
acity of a sovereignty of use (cf. Grinth 2002: 68). 
Even when acknowledging or criticising the domin
ance of the in-group, its power is still reinforced and 
its members are left at the centre of knowledge and 
its construction.

A similar means are new word creations – neolo-
gisms – which are also a very popular verbal strategy 
in the semantic field of ‘religion’. One of the most ac-
cepted examples of this is the term world religion. But 
also terms connected to each other via hyphens, such 
as ‘religious-fundamentalist’ (Ma11: 31), ‘political-re-
ligious’ (Ma12: 47) or ‘Maya-Spirituality’ (Ma13: 52) 
are examples of neologisms which are well-known. 
New creations of this kind make it easy to combine 
or connect two issues that were previously standing 
on their own. Additionally they offer the chance not 
only to fill these new terms, but even to coin them. 
For example, in the case of the term ‘world religions’, 
Tomoko Masuzawa shows how through the invention 
of the term in a time of transformation, control and 
order in the international system have been re-estab
lished (Masuzawa 2005: 41). As we have seen, the 
ways in which arguments are delivered also carry a lot 
of inherent knowledge about the term ‘religion’. With 
a focus on the argumentative level – besides the focus 
on the grammatical and thematic level – it becomes 
possible to retrieve this knowledge, make its struc-
tures visible in discourse and open up discussions.

Context – the field of concomitants
As stated before, a term-based textual analysis focuses 
mostly on the text structure and less on its context. 
Still, context is, of course, not completely left aside 
during interpretation. But to avoid causal construc-
tions on the basis of the research’s background knowl-
edge, context factors are only integrated if they are 
explicitly named in the texts themselves. Michael 
Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann (2006) refer to 
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this procedure as ‘pragmatic induction’. They argue 
that as elements can be repositioned in relation to 
one another and are not taken as generic, and hav-
ing a pre-established nature, it helps to ‘get away from 
the external often artificial nature of the context’ and 
‘the trap of essentialism and its overly static categories’ 
(47). Pragmatic induction would therefore offer a per-
spective to integrate a reflection on the principles gov-
erning the definition of terms and its contexts (ibid.).

Foucault refers to these statements ‘which are ac-
tive among the statements studied’ (Foucault 2005: 
64) as the ‘field of concomitants’ and describes them 
as serving four different functions: analogical con-
firmation, general principle or accepted premises, 
transferable models and higher authority (ibid.). 
Thus, statements in the field of concomitants are 
all more general then the actual studied statements. 
They can also concern and belong to completely dif-
ferent domains of objects. 

This description of Foucault indicates one way in 
which to incorporate context factors in the analysis 
through pragmatic induction: The analysis of topoi, 
as described before, can be one possible way of in-

tegrating context into a structure-focussed approach 
and avoiding its often artificial nature. 

To make this argument more illustrative, one ex-
ample which can be taken from the empirical mater
ial of the research project on foreign aid is that of 
the frequently deployed references to the attacks on 
the World Trade Centre on 11 September 2001. This 
event and its assigned consequences can be seen as a 
topos that structures the argumentation and there-
fore serves as a principle with higher authority in the 
way Foucault has described it. These references there-
fore indicate one field of concomitants surrounding 
the term ‘religion’. Many of the publications analysed 
in the project are part of large special programmes set 
up as investigations of the attacks and are described 
as ‘considerations of security and the preservation of 
democratic values having priority’ (Ma11: 5), marked 
by suspicion and uncertainty. ‘At least since then it 
has become clear how little we know about Islam’ 
(Ma4: 13). It is argued thet new necessities have de-
veloped dealing with other religions especially Islam.

Through being part of this field of concomitants, 
‘religion’ becomes closely interlinked with the war 
against terrorism, fragmentation and fundamental-
ism. As it is directly pointed out in one publication: 
‘9/11 gave rise anew to a need to deal with the issue 
of “religion” ’ (Ma4: 13) or as expressed elsewhere: 
‘With 9/11 an awareness of the necessity to deal with 
“religion” has evolved ’ (Ma14: 24). 

 

Entanglements
With these and other more or less vague references, 
‘religion’ and ‘9/11’ are tied more closely together and 
it seems to have become a reality that both issues are 
combined causally. It seems to prove the argument 
right that the ambivalent nature of religion has once 
more shown its dark side. And it is only logical to be 
cautious about it.

A discursive knot – understood as a ‘statement 
where several discourses are entangled’ (Jäger and 
Maier 2009: 47) – has thus developed. The theme 
under consideration can be linked to one or sev-
eral others at the same time. Thus, in one text sev-
eral fragments can be contained or ‘entangled’ (Jäger 
2001: 47). The tools of a term-based textual analysis 
described here and focussing on the three different 
levels of text (thematic, grammatical and argumenta-
tive) offer the chance to extrapolate the themes which 
are active in communication, as well as their forma-
tion rules, connections, and inter-linkages. They 
make it possible to question the text’s unity and offer Celtic Knot Serpent. Photo by Wayne Wilkinson. 
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a way to deconstruct and later restructure texts. The 
description of a knot such as that used by Siegfried 
Jäger and Florentine Maier therefore makes a fitting 
metaphor for this process of discourse analysis, as it 
visualises a line which gets tangled (through the dif-
ferentiation on various text level with a wide range 
of analytical means), without abandoning its inner 
structure. It symbolises internal consistency with-
out denying conflicting, fractured and uneven parts. 
Knots can be unravelled, their unity can be ques-
tioned, and they can be re-fastened in different ways. 
Every knot is different depending on the material(s) 
used and the person knotting it together. The knot 
can symbolise antagonism as well as harmonic paral-
lelism. And last but not least, a knot needs patience. 
One must begin with its small (linguistic) strands and 
with their interpretation in order to make shifts, frac-
tions and transformations as well as transmissions 
and continuity visible. This article aims to encourage 
this kind of analysis and indicates how much inherent 
knowledge there is, when a closer look is taken at the 
discursive practices that surround the term ‘religion’ 
in political communication. It has indicated tools for 
analysing such complex forms of communicative ac-
tion and gives room for its analytical potentiality to 
open up to further critique in terms of a problemati-
sation of the certainties and rationalities that keep the 
system running. 

Stephanie Garling is currently 
working at the GIGA German 
Institute of Global and Area 
Studies in Hamburg, Germany. 
In 2000–7 she studied political 
science, law and economics at 
the University of Leipzig. Her 
PhD thesis dealt with the con-

struction of religion in foreign aid. In addition to this, her 
main research interests are questions of identity, critical 
development theory and discourse analysis. Her last publi-
cation was a volume edited together with Simon W. Fuchs 
entitled Religion in Diktatur und Demokratie. Zur Bedeutung 
religiöser Werte, Praktiken und Institutionen in politischen 
Transformationsprozessen [Religion in Dictatorship and 
Democracy: Religious Values, Practices and Institution in 
Political Transformation Processes] (Münster 2011). Email: 
garling(at)giga-hamburg.de

Materials
Ma1. Donner, Franziska 2008. Was ist Fortschritt? akzente 

2(08): 18–19.
Ma2. Holenstein, Anne-Marie 2006. Rolle und Bedeutung 

von Religion und Spiritualität in der Entwicklungs­
zusammenarbeit. Bern: DEZA.

Ma3. Direktion für Entwicklung und Zusammenarbeit 
2008. Entwicklung und Religion. Erfahrungen aus 
christlich geprägten Umfeldern. Bern: DEZA.

Ma4. Deutsche Gesellschaft für technische Zusammen
arbeit 2004. Entwicklungspartnerschaft mit dem Islam. 
Neue Weg der deutsch-afrikanischen Zusammenarbeit 
zur Nutzung bisher kaum erkannter Potenziale. Esch-
born: GTZ.

Ma5. Direktion für Entwicklung und Zusammenarbeit 
2008. Entwicklung und Religion. Erfahrungen aus 
islamisch geprägten Umfeldern. Bern: DEZA.

Ma6. Deutsche Gesellschaft für technische Zusammen
arbeit, Goethe Institut 2005. Kulturelle Voraussetzun­
gen für die Entwicklung von Demokratie und sozialer 
Marktwirtschaft. Was können Entwicklungsländer von 
den deutschen Erfahrungen lernen? Frankfurt.a.M.: 
Druckreif.

Ma7. Deutsche Gesellschaft für technische Zusammen
arbeit 2006. Kulturelle Aspekte von Partizipation. 
Dialog auf gleicher Augenhöhe Eschborn: Wagner.

Ma8. Vorbereitungsstätte für Entwicklungszusammen
arbeit 2006. Einführung in die Entwicklungspolitik. 
Krisenprävention (Modul VII). <http://gc21.inwent.
org/ibt/GC21/area=gc21/main/de/modules/gc21/
ws-epol-online/ibt/media/dokumente/Krisenpraeven-
tion_2006.pdf> (accessed 4.1.2012). 

Ma9. Deutsche Gesellschaft für technische Zusammen
arbeit 2006. Steuern und Kultur. Nachhaltige Entwick­
lung durch kultursensitive Steuerreformen? Eschborn. 
GTZ. 

Ma10. Deutsche Gesellschaft für technische Zusam-
menarbeit 2004. Good Governance. Staat und Gesell­
schaft gestalten Entwicklung. Wetzlar: Wetzlar Druck.

Ma11. Deutsche Gesellschaft für technische Zusam-
menarbeit 2005. Entwicklungszusammenarbeit in is­
lamisch geprägten Ländern. Erfahrungen und Perspek­
tiven -Beispiele aus Asien, Afrika und dem Mittleren 
Osten. <http://www.gtz.de/de/dokumente/de-asien-
islam-fachtagung2005.pdf> (accessed 4.1.2012).

Ma12. Deutsche Gesellschaft für technische Zusam-
menarbeit 2008. Politischer Islam in arabischen 
Ländern. Eschborn: design-werk.

Ma13. Deutsche Gesellschaft für technische Zusammen
arbeit 2008. Stärkung indigener Organisationen in 
Lateinamerika. Indigene Völker und Konflikt. Esch-
born. GTZ.

Ma14. Pauck-Borchardt, Jürgen 2002. Sind konfessionelle 
Partner bessere Partner? Ded-brief 4: 24.

References
Asad, Talal 1999. Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and 

Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam. Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press.

Bell, Catherine 2006. Paradigms behind (and before) the 
modern concept of religion. History and Theory 45 
(December): 27–46.

Berger, Peter L. 1999. The desecularization of the world:  

giga-hamburg.de
http://gc21.inwent.org/ibt/GC21/area
http://gc21.inwent.org/ibt/GC21/area
Krisenpraevention_2006.pdf
Krisenpraevention_2006.pdf
http://www.gtz.de/de/dokumente/de-asien-islam-fachtagung2005.pdf
http://www.gtz.de/de/dokumente/de-asien-islam-fachtagung2005.pdf


24 Approaching Religion • Vol. 3, No. 1 • June 2013 

a global overview. In The Desecularization of the 
World: Resurgent Religion and World Politics, ed. Peter 
L. Berger, 1–18. Washington DC: Wm. B. Eerdmans.

Berger, Peter, and Grace Davie 2008. Religious America, 
Secular Europe? Aldershot/Burlington: Ashgate.

Beyer, Peter 2003. Conceptions of religion: on distin-
guishing scientific, theological, and ‘official’ meanings. 
Social Compass 50(2): 141–60.

Butler, Judith 2002. What is Critique? An Essay on Fou-
cault’s virtue. In The Political: Readings in Continental 
Philosophy, ed. D. Ingram. London: Blackwell. Avail-
able online: <http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/
en> (accessed 4.4.2011).

Cantwell Smith, Wilfried 1996 (1963). The Meaning and 
End of Religion. Minneapolis: Fortress Press.

Casanova, José 1994. Public Religion in the Modern World. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Davie, Grace 1999. Europe: the exception that proves the 
rule? In The Desecularization of the World: Resurgent 
Religion and World Politics, ed. Peter L. Berger, 65–83. 
Washington DC: Wm. B. Eerdmans. 

Dobbelaere, Karel 2002. Secularization: An Analysis at 
Three Levels. Bruxelles, New York: P.I.E.-Peter Lang.

Durkheim, Émile 1915. The Elementary Forms of Religious 
Life. London: G. Allen & Unwin, Ltd.

Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. 2000. Multiple modernities. 
Daedalus 129: 1–30.

Eliade, Mircea 1958. Patterns in Comparative Religion. 
New York: Sheed & Ward.

Fischer, Frank, and John Forester 1993. The Argumenta­
tive Turn in Policy Analysis and Planning. Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press.

Fitzgerald, Timothy 1997. A critique of ‘religion’ as a 
cross-cultural category. Method and Theory in the 
Study of Religion 9(2): 91–110.

Foucault, Michel 1994 (1969). L’archéologie du savoir. 
Paris: Gallimard.

—1997 (1978). What is critique? In The Politics of Truth, 
Michel Foucault, ed. Sylvère Lotringer and Lysa 
Hochroth, 23–82. New York: Semiotext(e).

—2005 (1969). Archaeology of Knowledge. Oxon: Routl
edge.

Geertz, Clifford 1966. Religion as a cultural system. In 
Anthropological Approaches to the Study of Religion, 
ed. Michael Banton, 1–46. London: Tavistock Publica-
tions.

Grinth, Heiko 2002. Sprache und Sprachverwendung in der 
Politik. Tübingen: Niemeyer.

Jäger, Siegfried 2001. Discourse and knowledge: theoretic
al and methodological aspects of a critical discourse 
and dispositive analysis. In Methods of Critical Dis­
course Analysis, ed. Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer, 
32–62. London, Thousand Oaks, Delhi, Singapore: 
SAGE. 

Jäger, Siegfried, and Florentine Maier 2009. Theoretical 
and methodological aspects of Foucauldian critical 
discourse analysis and dispositive analysis. In Methods 
of Critical Discourse Analysis, ed. Ruth Wodak and 

Michael Meyer, 34–61. London, Thousand Oaks, 
Delhi, Singapore: SAGE.

Johansen, Birgitte S. 2011. ‘Doing the secular’. Academic 
practices in the study of religion at two Danish 
universities. Art and Humanities in Higher Education 
10(3): 279–94. 

Kienpointner, Manfred 2005. Racist manipulation within 
right-wing populism. In Manipulation and Ideologies 
in the Twentieth Century: Discourse, Language, Mind, 
ed. Louis de Saussure and J. Peter Schulz, 213–36. 
Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Knoblauch, Hubert 2000. A plea for a broader concept of 
religion. In On the Concept of Religion, ed. Ernst Feil, 
70–6. Binghamton, New York: Global Publications.

Lakoff, George 2004. Don’t Think of an Elephant! Know 
Your Values and Frame the Debate. White River Junc-
tion: Chelsea Green.

Lakoff, George, and Mark Johnson 1980. Metaphors We 
Live By. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Marxhausen, Christiane 2010. Identität – Repräsentation – 
Diskurs. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner. 

Masuzawa, Tomoko 2005. The Invention of World Reli­
gions, or, How European Universalism was Preserved 
in the Language of Pluralism. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.

McCutcheon, Russell 2000. A brief response from a 
fortunate man. Culture and Religion 1(1): 131–9.

McKinnon, Andrew M. 2002. Sociological definitions, 
language games, and the ‘essence’ of religion. Method 
and Theory in the Study of Religion 14: 61–83.

Mouffe, Chantal 2005. On the Political. London, New 
York: Routledge.

Pollack, Detlef, and Daniel V. Olson 2008. The Role of 
Religion in Modern Societies. New York, London: 
Routledge.

Reisigl, Martin, and Ruth Wodak 2009. The discourse-
historical approach. In Methods of Critical Discourse 
Analysis, ed. Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer, 87–121. 
London, Thousand Oaks, Delhi, Singapore: SAGE.

Salamun, Kurt 1988. Ideologie und Aufklärung. Welt­
anschauungstheorie und Politik. Wien, Köln, Graz: 
Böhlau. 

Saussure, Ferdinand de 2006 (1916). Course in General 
Linguistics. London: Open Court.

Smith, William C. 1991 (1963). The Meaning and End of 
Religion: A New Approach to the Religious Traditions of 
Mankind. Minneapolis: Fortress Press.

Weber, Max 2005 (1922). Religious groups (sociology of 
religion). In Economy and Society, 399–634. Berkeley, 
Los Angeles: University of California Press.

Werner, Michael, and Bénédicte Zimmermann 2006. 
Beyond comparision: histoire croisée and the chal-
lenge of reflexivity. History and Theory 45 (February): 
30–50.

Wohlrab-Sahr, Monika, and Marian Burchardt 2012. 
Multiple secularities: toward a cultural sociology of 
secular modernities. Comparative Sociology 11(6): 
875–909.

http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/en
http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/en

