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Abstract

During his ‘world journey’ of 1911-1912, Rudolf Otto came to embrace
a form of German cultural colonialism which assigned the study of
religions a key role. Concern for this colonial program guided his
activities until the outbreak of World War I, when German colonial
ambitions became unrealistic. Although itis difficult to argue that this
colonial project had a major impact on Otto’s conception of religion,
it did alter his scholarly practice with regard to it, transforming him
from a liberal systematic theologian into something more akin to what
we know today as a scholar of religions. For 25 years, fom 1912 until
his death in 1937, much of Otto’s professional activity was taken up
with importing religious materials from elsewhere, especially from
south Asia—mostly texts but also material artefacts. This article reads
Otto’s colonialism and its rebirth as Religionswissenschaft against the
grain of Otto’s self-conception and the conception of others at the
time. While cultural colonialism insisted upon its distance from the
activities of the business classes, this article reads those activities in
mercantile terms. In doing so, it suggests that such a re-reading might
be profitably applied not just to conceptions of scholarly activity but
also to other areas where it has been customary to insist on distance
from economic activity, specifically, the way in which scholars of
religions have conceived what we usually call religion.
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In 1911-1912 Rudolf Otto made a ‘journey around the world’. According to
later legend, he made a major discovery during this trip: in a North African
synagogue he discovered the experience of the Holy (Frick 1937, 5-6; Benz
1971, 36). To judge from the report that Otto filed with the German govern-
ment on his return (Otto 1912b), however, as well as from his activities in the
years that immediately followed, the discovery is more myth than history.
What Otto actually discovered abroad he seems to have found in China,
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and that was German colonialism, largely of the ‘moral’ variety advocated
by the German publicist Paul Rohrbach and reminiscent of the policies of
the German East Asia Mission (Allgemeiner Evangelisch- Protestantischer
Missionsverein, hereafter A.E.P.M.V.) (cf. Mogk 1972).

In what follows, I re-read the practice of Otto’s Religionswissenschaft (sci-
ence of religion) through the lens of his colonial project, or —more accurately
— through the lens of that project’s failure. In doing so, I deliberately cut
against the grain of what I take to be one common way of representing aca-
demic pursuits, namely as of a different order from the world of business.
(For Otto himself on interest-free science, see Otto 1927.) Specifically, I view
Otto’s Religionswissenschaft as a kind of cultural import business, and one that
was a relic, in some sense a post-colonial one, of a more ambitious import-
export endeavor that could not survive the force of political circumstances.
My ultimate aim is neither to use Otto’s motives to impugn his scholarship
nor to call into question the pretensions with which academics sometimes
see their work. That is rather common fare these days (in the case of the
study of religion, see, paradigmatically, Strenski 1987; McCutcheon 1997).
It is rather to point eventually to some ways in which scholars of religion
in the tradition of Otto — and I count myself, however remotely, as one of
them — might wish to broaden their work.

Otto’s Cultural Colonialism

Before his trip to North Africa in 1911 and Asia in 1911-1912, Otto could
hardly have been unaware of colonialism, whether German or European. He
was relatively well traveled, having visited Greece with Heinrich Hackmann
as early as 1891 (Otto 1941; cf. 1897a). He also had relatives living overseas
— in Tenerife and South America. As a theology student he had worked in
Cannes under the supervision of the socially active Protestant minister, Her-
mann Schmidt (Otto 1911a). As the Prussian church authorities disapproved
of his liberal theological inclinations, he initially planned to serve a church
in Paris (Otto 1897b), just as his friend, Heinrich Hackmann, the future si-
nologist who served as pastor of the German community in Shanghai from
1894, would later serve a church in London (Strachotta 1997). As a student
and young instructor Otto joined Friedrich Naumann’s Nationalsozialer
Verein, which advocated a strong German foreign policy (cf. Diiding 1972;
on Naumann, see Otto 1904b). When the Verein collapsed in 1903, if not
before, Otto became actively involved in a group known as ‘The Friends
of Die Christliche Welt'. (Die Christliche Welt was a quasi-popular magazine
for liberal Protestants.) As one sees from their newsletters (Schwobel 1993),
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the Friends received regular reports as well as requests for funds from the
German East Asia Mission, or as it was known then, the A.E.P.M.V.

Despite these reports and requests, the Friends seem to have had little
real interest in overseas missions, and Otto seems to have had just as little.
His concerns were with domestic issues, both ecclesiastical and social. He
established a fund to support liberal candidates for the Protestant ministry;
at the time these candidates were extremely unpopular with the Prussian
authorities (Otto 1910a; 1911a; 1911b; 1913a). He tried to provide a musi-
cal alternative to the Apostles” Creed that all Protestant Christians could
use without mental reservation (Otto 1911¢; 1911d; 1911e; 1913b). In addi-
tion, as a leading member of the Gottingen chapter of the Akademischer
Freibund, he championed the view that the most pressing need of the day
was not an economic but a weltanschaulich one: specifically, the cultivation
of a Weltanschauung or worldview that was open to religious and moral
dimensions in the face of materialism and biological evolutionism. Move-
ments characterized by such views included both ‘Manchester liberalism’
and German socialism (cf. Bousset 1909; for Otto on evolution, Otto 1904a;
for the Akademischer Freibund, Rade 1912).

During his ‘world tour’ of 1911-1912, however, Otto’s program changed.
He did not abandon his commitment to an idealistic worldview, but he
now inserted it into a cultural colonialist agenda that had very different
horizons. The result was that he went from being a philosophical theologian
interested in advancing the cause of liberal theology at home into one who
spent much of the rest of his life writing about and in that sense importing
Asian religions into Europe, at times quite concretely, as in the collection of
artefacts that he brought from India for his Religionskundliche Sammlung
in 1927-1928.

It is not possible — and I do not mean merely here — to trace the evolu-
tion of Otto’s cultural colonialism in detail, but we can identify a few high
points. While visiting North Africa in 1911, Otto was struck by contrasts
between tradition and modernity. For example, he criticized the madrasas
for promoting learning through memorization, while he found a quasi-
religious sublimity in the British military installations on Gibraltar: they
demonstrated what a people could accomplish if only it had the will (Otto
1911f). Yet as a German traveler, Otto was neither colonizer nor colonized.
An Anglophile from childhood, who had served for a year as vicar in Cannes
and had planned to take a church in Paris, he could nevertheless not identify
with the British or the French. After all, he visited Morocco in the year of the
Agadir crisis (e.g., Barlow 1940; Barraclough 1982). He envied the British
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and French, but at the same time he found their outlook superficial. And
as a liberal theologian attuned to nationalistic ambitions rooted in religion
— even as a student he had written on the conjunction of liberal theology
and the Greek struggle for independence (Otto 1894) — he could not blithely
ignore the aspirations of young, modernizing Arabs, fighting for freedom,
however much this was at odds with European colonial ambitions.

On his way to East Asia Otto encountered at first hand Indian aspira-
tions for independence. He also preached in India the glories of Friesian
Kantianism and the German language, perhaps acquiring at the same time
a desire to learn Sanskrit (e.g., Otto 1911g). By the time he left China, he was
no longer a stranger traveling through a strange land. He had discovered a
proper place for both his nation and himself in a dominate-or-be-dominated
world. In a talk before the German consul in China, he confidently outlined
a cultural colonial program (Otto 1912a).

Otto’s program was probably not a unique creation ex nihilo. He was
presumably influenced by the missionaries of the A.E.P.M.V. Their activities
were far from the usual stereotype of the Christian missionary:

Under the leadership of Richard Wilhelm, the [A.E.P.M.V.][...] refrained from
baptizing Chinese converts and founding native congregations. Neither did
it hold any religious instruction sessions nor celebrate Christian holidays in
the boys’ school. Instead, it actively supported a thorough Confucian training
in the mission schools and promoted Confucianism in China and Germany.
(Gerber 2004, 22; cf. Shimazono 1980.)

The Richard Wilhelm who led the China missions was the same Richard
Wilhelm whose translations of The Secret of the Golden Flower and the Yi
Jing so interested C. G. Jung (Jung & Wilhelm 1929; Wilhelm 1950; cf. Hsia
2003). Although Wilhelm may have been on health leave during Otto’s visit,
Otto seems to have been particularly taken by him. In 1912 and 1913 Otto
maintained an especially vigorous correspondence with Wilhelm, which,
to judge from the preserved letters (at least forty in the Otto Archiv and
Nachlaf$ in Marburg), resumed in 1920 and continued with less intensity
until Wilhelm'’s death in 1930.

The possible influence of other Germans whom Otto met in China and
Japan, whether missionaries or not, is more difficult to determine. But another
recent visitor to A.E.P.M.V. missions in China, the publicist Paul Rohrbach,
may have exerted even more influence on Otto than Wilhelm. At the begin-
ning of the twentieth century Rohrbach tried to become a theologian but
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failed; his views on the kingdom of God on earth alienated his teacher, Adolf
von Harnack in Berlin. After this misadventure he turned to colonial admin-
istration in German Southwest Africa, where he worked from 1903 to 1906.
His program for German colonization began with the assumption that the
era of old-style administrative colonialism was over (cf. Rohrbach 1908; 1910;
1912a; 1912b). The world was already ‘saturated’ in terms of colonies, just
as Bismarck had earlier described Europe as saturated in terms of land — or
lack thereof — for excess population. As a result, Rohrbach turned to what he
called ethical imperialism, that s, to a contest for cultural dominance and the
benefits that accrued from it. There is no evidence that Otto knew Rohrbach
in the early 1900s, although the two did move in some of the same circles.
By the mid-1910s, however, Otto certainly knew, or knew of, Rohrbach. In
1915, when it looked as if he would have to surrender his seat in the Prussian
state legislature to assume a professoriate at Breslau, Otto recommended
Rohrbach as a possible replacement (Otto n.d.; 1915). In 1917 he published
three lengthy opinion pieces in Rohrbach’s political journal, Deutsche Politik
(Otto 1917a; 1917b; 1917¢). Later, in the 1920s, Otto became a senator of the
Academy for Furthering Germanness, an organization that Rohrbach headed
from 1927 to 1929. Nevertheless, Otto’s colonialism did not simply replicate
Rohrbach’s. What distinguished it was its emphasis on what we might call
the holy, a term that Otto was not yet using. (Soderblom’s influential account
of ‘Holiness” in Hastings’ encyclopedia only appeared in 1912.)

In fundamentals, Otto’s program went something like this (I am summa-
rizing Otto 1912a and the last pages of Otto 1912b.): In the 1910s the colonial
struggle was no longer for overseas territory and government; it was for the
hearts and minds of people overseas. Victory in that struggle ensured many
benefits, among them trading partners for German goods and allies in times
of international tension and war. It was possible for Germany to engage in
this struggle by establishing educational institutions and cultural programs,
but these had to be the right kind of institutions and programs. A technical
education, such as the British and French were giving, alienated students
from their own cultures. The German ideal of Bildung allowed Germany to do
better. It would not only educate pupils technically but also provide a more
general cultural education to shape or nurture their personalities. The ideal
foundation for this more general education was moral and religious, and the
best way to incorporate that foundation into an educational program was
through the comparative study of religions. Such an education included the
best that the locals had to offer, but at its core stood the essence of religion,
and that was nothing less than the central concern and substance of modern



34 GREGORY D. ALLES

[German Protestant] theology. One should not overlook that Otto had set
out on his world journey to prepare an introduction to the world’s religions
that he was supposed to write for Paul Siebeck (Otto 1909b; 1910b; Siebeck
1909). Among other things, his program of cultural colonialism would have
created an international market for his text. By the time Otto returned home,
he had expanded his program even further. It was to include a systematic,
collaborative effort to import Asian religions into Europe, especially in Ger-
man translation, to counter the cultural capital that Britain had accumulated
from Orientalist scholarship, notably the Sacred Books of the East — founded,
Otto pointed out, by a German (Otto 1912b).

Of Otto’s many colonialist dreams, only one really came true: the series
of translations intended as the German counterpart to the Sacred Books of the
East, Quellen der Religionsgeschichte. Otto helped found the series, published
by the Gottingen Academy of Sciences (Otto 1913¢; 1913d; 1913e; 1913f), and
as a Prussian legislator he procured government funds for it (Otto 1914).
The project seems to fit into a well-known frame in which, on the analogy of
the Bible in Christianity but also of the Torah in Judaism and the Qur’an in
Islam, Europeans assigned privilege to textuality, especially ancient texts, in
discussing Asian religions. It seemed to matter little how important the texts
translated in the series—prior to World War I, the Dighanikaya, the Rgveda,
the Astasahasrika-prajiiaparamita-siitra, or the Vajracchedika-prajiiaparamita-
siitra (Franke 1913; Hillebrandt 1913; Walleser 1914) — were to ordinary
Hindus and Buddhists. A culture’s religious-moral core lay in its texts. But
these observations need two important qualifications. First, although most
of the subsequent volumes in the series were also devoted to translations
of classic texts, three volumes co-opted into Quellen from an earlier series,
Religionsurkunden der Vilker, were different. Only one of them, on Pure
Land Buddhism, was a collection of texts (Haas 1910). The other two were
ethnographic accounts of the Batak in Indonesia (Warneck 1909) and the
Ewe in Togo (Spieth 1911). Second, and of greater consequence, Otto did not
overlook the materiality of religion. Already in the period immediately after
his world tour he seems to have conceived of the idea of a museum of the
history of religions as the common person’s complement to Quellen, even if
the Religionskundliche Sammlung in Marburg would not become a reality
until the late 1920s (Otto et al. 1926, 1; cf. Kraatz 1977). Later, writing about
his encounter with the famous head of Siva on Elephanta island, he would
note that this image, at least, had a greater power to evoke the experience
of the holy than did descriptions in books (Otto 1938). If the majority of the
religious objects that Otto imported into Germany consisted of texts rather



RUDOLF OTTO’S IMPORT HOUSE 35

than physical artefacts, this was probably due as much to practical limita-
tions — lower procurement and transportation costs, greater demand among
potential customers — as to any conviction that textuality was somehow the
primary conveyor of religiosity.

We might say, then, that in the years immediately following his world
tour Otto went into the import-export business. In addition to his work on
the Quellen der Religionsgeschichte, he lobbied German publishers at the re-
quest of the German government, sought to help Wilhelm found a German
cultural journal in China, and had a Chinese gentleman live in his house,
whom he and his sister, Johanne Ottmer (with whom he lived), called Ben.
His concern also found political expression: in 1913 Otto was elected to a
seat in the Prussian legislature from the National Liberal party. More re-
flectively, we might say that Otto’s colonialism combined three elements:
(a) Schleiermacher’s view that religion belonged to its own special domain,
divorced from both pure and practical reason — framed, of course, in terms
of the Ahndung identified by Jakob Friedrich Fries; (b) Schleiermacher’s
presumption that the supreme expression of this domain was the Christian
intuition of the Infinite; and (c) a late rather than early nineteenth century
colonial mentality that saw the main division of the world as one between
East and West, one in which Germany, as an aspiring Western power in
competition with France and above all Britain, confronted the East. Those
who know Otto’s work will recognize that this combination characterizes
much of his mature activity.

The Rebirth of Cultural Colonialism as Religionswissenschaft

In another essay (Alles 2007),  have argued that it would be wrong to see the
outlines of Otto’s views on the Holy as an outgrowth of his colonial program.
On the one hand, those views existed before Otto turned to cultural colo-
nialism, and they responded to personal concerns, issues within Germany,
and at most concerns among Western Europeans. Among these issues and
concerns were the challenges that evolutionary theory and historical study,
especially historical study of the Bible, posed to the traditional faith in which
Otto was raised; the tension between the rising Besitzbiirgertum, the business
classes, into which Otto was born, and the Bildungsbiirgertum, the educated
elite, which as a university professor he joined; the furthering of the stature
of the German nation-state in the eyes of a man born in the state of Hanno-
ver and an Anglophile from youth but nevertheless politically loyal to the
German empire; and perhaps (this is controversial) even his self-identity
as a gay man in a world dominated by heterosexual, patriarchal orthodoxy.
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(As a young instructor, Otto was active in promoting theological education
for women and had the distinction of supervising the first doctoral thesis
in theology written by a German woman; cf. Otto 1903.)

When it came to political purposes, Otto’s notions about the experien-
tial core of religion proved remarkably flexible. Otto adapted them to the
variety of political positions to which he successively adhered. Throughout
the first decade of the twentieth century he was active in pursuing moder-
ately liberal (but anti-socialist) domestic policies, showing little interest in
politics outside Germany. From 1912 up to the outbreak of World War I he
turned to foreign policy with his cultural colonialism. During World War
I, as a member of the Prussian legislature, he avidly supported the German
nation but nevertheless sought political reform for the Prussian state (Otto
1917a; 1917b; 1917c). After the War, he adopted a rather radical, socialist-
leaning form of politics, especially as applied to the church (Otto 1919),
only to turn to a policy of fostering international cooperation and seeking
justice for oppressed nations, including a defeated Germany, in the 1920s
and early 1930s (Alles 1991; Obergethmann 1998). In the early Nazi years
—Otto died in 1937 — although he distanced himself from the excesses of the
German Christians and the German Faith Movement, he also returned with
enthusiasm to the classroom and opportunistically exploited possibilities of
support from the Nazi regime (Alles 2002). Indeed, through the medium of
archival footage, he even put in a posthumous, cameo appearance in a 1985
made-for-television film about the Nazi period, lecturing to Nazi students
in a university classroom (‘Die Mitldufer’ [The Collaborators] 1985). What
all of these positions have in common is not so much a colonial attitude
toward the rest of the world, with which in any case Germany had a short
and checkered history, but rather a devotion to the advancement of the Ger-
man state, in whatever circumstances that state happened to be. One must,
however, be cautious even in arguing that there was a necessary connection
between Otto’s views on religion and German nationalism. The philosopher
from whom Otto learned the Friesianism that served as the framework for
many of his views, Leonard Nelson, was a left liberal, then a socialist and a
pacifist. As head of the Gottingen chapter of the Akademischer Freibund, an
organization in which Otto was also active, Nelson was routinely harassed
by nationalist students. His employer, the University of Gottingen, was not
entirely happy with Nelson’s politics either (Fischer 1999).

Nevertheless, as a matter of biographical fact, Otto’s colonial adventure
had a major impact on his work. This was not primarily an impact on the
views for which Otto is known. By 1909 Otto had already come to call
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his work Religionswissenschaft, which he identified as the modern form of
Protestant theology (Otto 1909a). He had developed in general outline the
essential structures, although not the vocabulary, of the conceptualization
of the numinous that would later appear in Das Heilige. He had come to see
Religionsgeschichte, along with Religionsphilosophie and Religionspsychologie,
as an integral component of the science of religion. He had even entered
into an agreement to write an introduction to the world’s religions. What
the colonial adventure seems to have changed were not so much Otto’s
views and loyalties as his professional activities. It transformed him from a
philosopher of religion into something more akin to what we today recog-
nize as a scholar of religions, as distinct from a theologian. (By profession,
Otto was always a systematic theologian.) Rather than simply reflecting
on the world’s religions in the context of broader philosophical and reli-
gious reflection on religion and society, Otto turned to the import-export
business. Through translations, studies, and eventually material artefacts,
but artefacts to be viewed and appreciated rather than bought and sold,
he imported cultural and religious goods, especially but not exclusively
from south Asia, into the world of the German academy, whence they then
spread. His original plan was also to export cultural and religious goods
from Germany, in order to advance Germany’s standing in the world. Those
export goods even included the German language, for Otto imagined that as
a result of successful cultural colonial competition Germans would be able
to insist upon using the German language abroad; a German pidgin would
develop in those parts of the world where colonization proved successful,
and German would even be able to compete successfully with English as
the world’s lingua franca (Otto 1912a). The years before World War I were
indeed filled with heady dream:s.

Circumstances quickly forced Otto to abandon his business’s more prop-
erly colonial side, the export side. This is true despite the many translations
of Das Heilige that appeared soon after the German original, and despite
the Religioser Menschheitsbund, in which oppressed peoples of the world,
with the help of people of good will everywhere, were to rise up against
the victorious powers of the League of Nations. (The “uprising’ was to be
peaceful; the kind of resistance to colonial oppression that Otto favored
in the 1920s was discussion between small groups of people from various
religious backgrounds.) Once established in the import business, however,
Otto never abandoned it. Somewhat like an import house that continues to
purvey and sell products from a former colony, Otto continued to import
religious goods from elsewhere, even though the political motivation for
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doing so had long since passed into the realm of impossibility. In these
circumstances it is more accurate to characterize Otto’s mature practice of
Religionswissenschaft as post-colonial rather than colonial; it represents the
rebirth or afterlife of a failed colonial project. (Colonialism remained a real-
ity in other parts of Europe and in North America, and there the position
of scholars was somewhat different.) What did this colonialism look like
in its new incarnation?

Otto never did write the introductory overview of the world’s religions
(not “world religions’) that he had promised to Paul Siebeck. Once he started
importing in full force, he still could have done so. The book could have
become something like a catalogue of more specific products. But he did not.
Nor did Otto ever publish translations in the Quellen der Religionsgeschichte.
The outbreak of the war in 1914 temporarily halted the series, and Otto’s
move to Breslau in 1915 severed his ties with the series” sponsor, the Got-
tingen Academy of Sciences. But Otto did import, even in the midst of the
war. We can identify three phases in which his import business expanded.
The first phase began when Otto published translations from Indian texts
in 1916. The second and third phases supplemented his translation activity.
To the directimportation of cultural and religious goods, the second phase
added explicit comparisons of the imported products with those produced
at home. To translation and comparison, the third phase was to add the
importation and display of physical artefacts. Planning for this phase began
around 1926 with attempts to found the Religionskundliche Sammlung in
Marburg (Otto et al. 1926), but the plans could not be fully implemented
until after Otto’s death. We should note that, as in any import business,
these phases of expansion are schematic and do not exhaust the richness
of the actual events themselves. They also do not provide a comprehensive
account of all of Otto’s mature activities; for example, they omit his mature
attempts at liturgical reform. But they do encompass the structures of Otto’s
Religionswissenschaft in practice, as it continued beyond his failed colonial
program. Let us examine each phase a little more closely.

Asmentioned above, during phase one Otto began to import texts, which
he made available in translation. This activity starts in 1916 (Otto 1916a;
1916b; 1916¢; 1916d) and does not end until, somewhat paradoxically, well
after Otto’s death. The last volume of Otto’s translations was published in
1943, although it reprinted translations published earlier (Otto 1943; cf. 1932,
chaps. 5 & 13). As one would expect, the production of translations takes
place by fits and starts. It diminishes as other matters occupy Otto’s attention,
then resumes again. That is because Otto is operating as an independent



RUDOLF OTTO’S IMPORT HOUSE 39

importer, not running a firm. Furthermore, by the time Otto is working
on the Bhagavadgita toward the end of his life, he is doing considerably
more than simply translating a Sanskrit text. He is also critically, if entirely
speculatively, reconstructing the text and its history in the manner of some
biblical scholars (Otto 1934; 1935a; 1935b).

It is relatively easy to criticize Otto’s translations in terms of philologi-
cal accuracy. What would one expect from someone who had somehow
taught himself Sanskrit between the end of his journey in 1912 and the
start of World War I, then published his first translations two years later?
Furthermore, his attempt to reconstruct the phases through which the Gita
developed seems bizarrely self-serving. It takes an important import item
and tries to cut it up to conform to his theories. But there are perhaps other,
more interesting observations that can be made. The texts Otto chose to
import into Germany represented south Asian religions as a mixture of
idealistic philosophy, mysticism, and Vaisnava religious devotionalism.
None of them had much to say about actual religious practice or social
organization, or for that matter the religious thought and behavior of most
ordinary south Asians.

Those who have learned about Hinduism from European and North
American textbooks will find in Otto’s concentration on mystical elements
in Vedanta philosophy, especially in its Advaita and Visistadvaita forms,
and Vaisnava devotional traditions, a certain ring of familiarity. It comes as
no surprise that Otto not only acted as translator for Rabindranath Tagore
when Tagore visited Marburg but also tried to sell his own translations of
Indian texts by cashing in on the Tagore name (Otto 1922a; 1931a; 1931b).
Otto imports what amounts to an uncritically accepted neo-Hindu syn-
thesis of what was allegedly best in the religions of south Asia. Perhaps
that choice reflects the preferences of Otto’s suppliers in India. Perhaps it
reflects the preferences of his buyers in Germany. Or perhaps it reflects
the preferences of both, as well as his own personal tastes. We know today
that such a selection of import goods represents a very limited range of
what we ordinarily call Hinduism (e.g., Sontheimer 2004; Michaels 2004,
12-30), and in Otto’s case we can attribute those limitations to a very quick
and superficial acquaintance with the Indian subcontinent on the part of
an academic primarily encountering the educated elite. But we should not
be too harsh on Otto for all that. On the one hand, as Axel Michaels con-
cedes, even though we recognize that we are conceptualizing Hinduism
from a limited, brahminic-Sanskritic perspective, most of us still persist
in doing so at many levels. To take what I admit is a very minor example,
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how many of us tell our beginning students about radical departures from
puranic traditions, for example, that Ganesa is sometimes represented with
a human head, riding a horse, and smoking a hookah? (This is how he is
represented in the pithora paintings by Rathawas like Mansinghbhai, a
gifted pithora painter in eastern Gujarat.) On the other hand, although
Otto seems uncritically to swallow a certain neo-Hindu conception of
south Asian religions, one must be careful not to impute to him views
that he did not share. It is not at all clear that Otto was interested in giv-
ing a comprehensive account of south Asian religions. Rather, like some
scholars today (Stietencron 1989), he generally refrained from speaking
of Hinduism, seeing what is often called Hinduism as separate religious
traditions and communities.

Phase two introduces the climax of Otto’s import activity: his compara-
tive studies, exemplified above all by Mysticism East and West (Otto 1926),
which discussed the teachings of Sankaracarya in comparison with Meister
Eckhart, and India’s Religion of Grace and Christianity (Otto 1930), which exam-
ined Sri Vaisnava traditions stemming from Ramanuja in comparison with
Christian teachings of salvation by grace. As the titles of the books indicate,
Otto sees two fundamental ways in which religious experience can manifest
itself, corresponding roughly to the jiiana and bhakti traditions in India and
an impersonal and personal conception of the numinous: mysticism and
devotional piety, or in German, mystische und gliubige Frommigkeit (e.g., Otto
1922b). But as the virtually identical subtitles of the two books indicate,
Otto’s comparative work fundamentally replicated the basic structures of
his cultural colonialism. His projects are presented as Vergleich und Untersc-
heidung; they compare and at the same time differentiate. What needs to be
compared and differentiated are the two halves into which the colonialist
imagination divided the religious world, east and west, the one represented
by Indian religions rather than China (I do not know what was responsible
for that choice), the other primarily by German Christianity. It is obvious
that this division leaves a great deal of the world unrepresented, but it is
still replicated in North American textbooks as well as in courses with titles
such as “World Religions West” and ‘World Religions East” (cf. the market
forces that led Ludwig 2006a to be issued as Ludwig 2006b and 2006c). What
Otto reveals through his comparative work is crucial: the same fundamental
religious experience is present in both east and west. But what he reveals
through differentiation is equally crucial: there is always some distinguish-
ing feature that makes the German, Christian West superior. Somehow,
the Christian West always manages more fully to actualize the potential
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contained in the core religious experience than does the non-Christian East.

It did not, of course, need to be this way. The fit between Otto’s analysis of
the numinous and his comparative studies is not that tight. A gifted thinker
could easily maintain the notion of the numinous as standing at religion’s
experiential core without assigning superiority to either east or west (cf.,
e.g., the attitudes implicit in Ludwig 2006b and 2006c). But in fact for Otto
this was the way it was. This leads to a fundamental question about Otto’s
cultural colonialism, one at risk of being lost because Otto was writing his
comparative studies at a time when he had to limit his activity to importing,
because exporting was by and large no longer feasible. How can one expect
to win over the hearts and minds, let alone the money, of people outside
one’s group by telling them that their own traditions are good, but one’s
own are better? One would think that people would find such an attitude
rather annoying. But that is the perspective that Otto adopted, and one that
he had to adopt, not simply because of the presumptuousness of a colonial
mentality. His import business was always an odd one. As a professional
theologian, Otto could not adopt the position that Indian traditions were just
as valuable as Christianity. This put him in a somewhat self-contradictory
position: he wanted to sell the products he was importing, but no matter
what virtues he might claim for them, he was ultimately forced to proclaim
that the home-grown products were better. People might acquire his imports,
but they should not use them to replace Christianity. As one might expect,
most of Otto’s clientele, that is, most students of theology at the time, chose
simply to reject his products. Most of Otto’s successors in the import busi-
ness — for example scholars of religions who teach in bachelor’s programs in
North America —no longer compare the cultural goods that they import with
cultural goods produced domestically, at least not in an evaluative sense.
One suspects that much of the contemporary market for such products finds
them attractive because of a fascination with foreign goods.

Phase three was intended to broaden the import business beyond
texts and books to physical artefacts and objects. Although Otto and his
collaborators, especially Heinrich Frick, tried assiduously, they could not
convince the authorities to fund a separate location for the Religionskund-
liche Sammlung during Otto’s lifetime. But there was some movement
toward implementing this phase of expansion. Otto made a major excur-
sion to India in 1927-1928 to procure materials for the Religionskundliche
Sammlung (Otto 1928). Upon his return, he and his collaborators managed
to find a temporary home in which to display the materials, and they won
promises for the granting of a permanent home. In the end, however, the
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Sammlung received a permanent place — and this phase of Otto’s import
business became fully implemented — only in 1947, ten years after Otto’s
death (Kraatz 1977, 385-387).

No one familiar with the story of the Elgin marbles (e.g., Hitchens 1997)
or with the smuggling of antiquities from India today (e.g., Keefe 2007) can
doubt that the venture of the Sammlung presents the potential for cultural
theft. Indeed, I am personally disheartened by the evidence of destruction
that one often encounters on Indian monuments, destruction carried out in
order to transport cultural goods elsewhere, and when viewing collections
of south Asian art in museums my general sense is that I would much rather
have seen pieces of stone sculpture in situ instead of hopelessly divorced
from their context. I must confess, however, that  have no evidence for Otto’s
collecting practices, whether for the sources of the art that he collected, the
prices that he paid for it, or the manner in which he transported it. Given
both the absence of evidence and the incompleteness of the venture by the
time of Otto’s death, it is perhaps best to leave discussion of this phase of
his import business until such time as evidence becomes available.

Broader Considerations

The examination of colonialism in conjunction with academic practice in the
study of religion is a tricky business. The same is equally true for any analysis
that sees scholarly practice in terms of a reborn colonial endeavor. For one
thing, it is extremely tempting to schematize someone else’s scholarship in
terms derived from our own deeply held commitments. For example: Ed-
ward Said’s (1978) Orientalism was, and to my mind still is, a very important
book, but it has had the effect of framing the history of scholarship in simple
binary oppositions: east/west, colonizer/colonized, dominator/dominated,
and so on. One problem with such an approach is that European countries
did not have a single set of colonial ambitions, nor were they equally suc-
cessful in achieving the ambitions that they had. That observation is, I think,
particularly pertinent to the scholarship of Rudolf Otto.

There can be no doubt that in 1912 Otto advocated a policy of cultural
colonialism, and that he actively pursued it from 1912 to 1914. I also have
little doubt that his cultural colonialism had an afterlife in his practice of
the study of religions from the time that he returned from his journeys in
1912 until his death. But it is important not to ignore the complexities of
Otto’s situation. For one thing, although Otto’s ideas could be used for co-
lonial purposes, they arose to serve other ends, and once colonialism was
no longer a viable option for Germans they continued to serve other ends.
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During Otto’s travels, his peculiar position as a third party in the contact
zone situated him between the colonizer and the colonized (each complex
realities in their own right), so that at one and the same time he sympathized
with the colonized and aspired to colonize. He attempted to resolve this
tension with his program of cultural colonialism, what perhaps more point-
edly Paul Rohrbach called an ethical imperialism. But that program failed:
not because of its own contradictions, although those contradictions were
certainly present, but from the force of external circumstances. Having lost
the First World War, Germany was in no position to colonize anyone. As a
result, Otto’s turn from the philosophy of religion to the history of religions
can be seen as a kind of post-colonial project, one that resulted not so much
from a loss of past ‘greatness’ as from a frustrated ambition to achieve co-
lonial greatness. It embodied, to be sure, a conviction of the superiority of
Otto’s own nation that is commensurate with a colonial attitude. But that
conviction has other motivations aside from colonialism, and for its time it
could be relatively charitable. Indeed, Otto’s sense of Christian superiority
was so charitable that at the time it received considerable theological criti-
cism, although I have only hinted at this criticism above.

A second danger, even larger than excessive schematization, looms in
characterizing Otto’s Religionswissenschaft as cultural colonialism reborn.
That is the tendency to reject specific claims because we reject the thinker’s
politics. As Robert Segal (2005) has noted recently, we cannot judge the
results of scholarship, whether past or present, on the basis of the cir-
cumstances in which they were produced or the political ends which they
served or serve. To do so carries no epistemological weight; it is merely to
claim that our politics are better than someone else’s. However vile we may
consider our political opponents to be, it always remains possible that their
analyses are more adequate than our own. Indeed, although I do not find
it convincing, some might even argue that to conduct a successful import
business, as Otto did, one must not only understand the market into which
one is importing but the goods in which one is dealing. Be that as it may,
we must judge scholarship above all on the basis of whether it is coherent
and whether it corresponds to the data at hand. (This is true even if, un-
like most philosophers of science, we adopt a coherence theory of truth;
doing so merely alters the manner in which we conceptualize our data.)
Although I am interested in Otto and his thought, I happen to reject much
of his analysis. I do not do so because he was a colonialist. I do so because
I believe his analysis is flawed.

But that is an argument for another day, so I end here with another ob-
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servation, one about contemporary practice in the study of religion. One
point that emerges from an analysis of Otto and his context is the close
connection between the structure of his thought and the aspirations of the
German educated elite. These aspirations were pursued in competition with
the aspirations of the business elite, and they inclined people like Otto to
emphasize the importance of Bildung and religious experience over mate-
rial and practical concerns. That emphasis lies at the heart of Otto’s cultural
colonialism. It was not German business and the German military that would
make Germany great on the world stage; that was the path being pursued
by Britain and France. Rather, it was German professors and German uni-
versities that would accomplish this. Unlike others, the educated elite were
motivated by the interest of the nation, not by self-interest (cf. Rade 1912),
and their activities did not impoverish people’s souls (Otto 1912a). In such
a context, to speak of scholarly activities as an import business would have
been to destroy the very views upon which the activities depended.

We are today hardly beyond tensions between professors and business
people. There may even be good reasons for those tensions. Think of the
widespread academic criticism of global capitalism. But although we are not
entitled to reject Otto’s academic views — or anyone else’s — because of their
political location, recognizing a scholar’s location may invite us to rethink
her or his views. Here I want to suggest that we might profitably do just
that. Although the study of religions has left much of Otto’s legacy behind,
at a deep-structural level Otto has bequeathed to us a view of religion that
is analytically distinct from the rationality or irrationality that characterize
the rest of human life. This is analytically limiting. For example, so far as
I can see, for most people religion serves as a way to accumulate benefits,
manage risks, and negotiate uncertainties. It might be good to recognize in
these activities parallels to economic concerns. Indeed, it might be good to
seek, as has Pierre Bourdieu, to efface the line which separates the economic
from the religious and place the study of religions within ‘a general science of
the economy of practices [sic], capable of treating all practices[...] as economic
practices directed towards the maximization of material or symbolic profit’
(Bourdieu 1977, 183).

Such a view is far removed from the vision of religion bequeathed to us
by people like Rudolf Otto. But perhaps that is another benefit to studying
the history of the discipline: in uncovering the circumstances in which ideas
achieved their dominance, we free ourselves to question them and propose
something new.
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