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Preface: Film at the Intersection of
Religion and Power

In pedagogical terms, an ethical discourse needs to regard the relations
of power, subject positions, and social practices it activates. This is an
ethics of neither essentialism nor relativism.
— Henry Giroux

T

his is an unusual book about religion and film. Instead of diving immediately into recent blockbusters that image religious
rituals, traditions, or characters, I argue that the interpretation
of religion and film requires examination of the assumptions and connotations of “religion,” both in terms of its conceptual referents and
in terms of its discursive (or disciplinary) (dis)connections to film
studies. The question of how to interpret religion in film thus relies
on the prior question of how to work in the subfield of religion and
film. This interdisciplinary task involves a set of difficult hermeneutic
maneuvers and compromises, which typically are occluded by that little
word, “and,” because the discourses of religion studies and film studies assume fundamentally different ways of dealing with what Giroux
calls “the relations of power, subject positions, and social practices.” A
similar difficult dynamic shapes the scholarly subfields of “religion and
popular culture,” “religion and critical theory,” and “religion and feminist theory.” In each case, the historical inertia of “religious studies” as
a rather tame and proper examination of people’s beliefs and practices
slams up against studies of how specific relations of power both constitute the “being” of subjects and groups and naturalize assumptions
about who is sanctioned to have (much less discuss and analyze) beliefs
and practices. Instead of facing these discursive contradictions head- on,
research in these subfields of religious studies tends to be described and
conducted in one of two ways, as if the only salient choices were ones of
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a simple and neutral methodology. On the one hand, scholars work with
an essentialist or structuralist approach that assumes a real or “strategic” ability to capture the two terms transparently. On the other hand,
scholars deploy deconstructivist approaches that articulate and exploit
the blurs and fissures within the operative concepts and as produced in
and through their juxtaposition. This methodological divide occludes
the fact that what is at stake is nothing less than the ethics and politics
of interpretation and most particularly the role and place of the subject
in practices of interpretation. To reverse Giroux’s words in the epigraph,
essentialism and relativism imply different ethics. Essentialism deploys
an ethics of (strategic) universality, privileging stability and clarity over
the messy movements and transformations that always can be lifted as
“exceptions,” while the ethics of deconstruction gives priority to semiotic mutations over the various inertial forces that do, materially, enact
a stabilizing or reifying effect on meaning. As Giroux intimates, however, both essentialism and deconstruction fall short of the vital dynamics generally expected from the pedagogy of ethical discourse, precisely
because they fail to situate these methodological tendencies squarely
within “relations of power, subject positions, and social practices.” In
other words, these methodologies fall short of the politics they inevitably deploy.
This book responds to this “falling short” of politics by outlining
a theory of interpreting religion and film that foregrounds the social
power it involves. That is, the book attends to the ethicopolitical
dimensions of subject formation and social practice within the imbricating hermeneutic of religion and film. To view film at the intersection
of religion and power, then, is to read and experience film as enabling
reflection on the ethics of subject formation. The book’s most basic goal
is to demonstrate how the viewing of film can function as an ethical
“pedagogy of self.”
Ethics is a contestable word in critical theory; in using it I am drawing
on Foucault’s trenchant analysis of how all discourse produces ethical
effects. In his writings and lectures from the 1980s, Foucault analyzes
ethics as the rapport á soi, or relation to oneself, and he sutures the contemporary discourse of ethics to the dynamics of biopower. In a useful
mnemonic, Foucault quips that under monarchic sovereignty, the king’s
power over a subject’s body would “let it live or make it die,” whereas
under modern conditions, in which sovereignty persists only in the diffuse and headless power of capital, the power of state apparatuses over
a subject’s body functions to “make it live or let it die.” Hence, instead
of worrying about the guillotine or the king’s torture chambers, most of
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today’s citizen bodies worry about things such as vaccination records,
f lu shots, hydrofracking under their water reservoir, and whether the
waste treatment plant will be built in their neighborhood.
Under conditions of biopower, the most seemingly banal rhetoric
about the self, captured in phrases such as “getting back to oneself, freeing oneself, being oneself, being authentic, etcetera” ends up ensconcing the most important political discourse of all. As Foucault writes in
his 1982 lectures on The Hermeneutic of the Subject, “to constitute
an ethic of the self . . . may be an urgent, fundamental, and politically
indispensable task, if it’s true after all that there is no first or final
point of resistance to political power other than in the relationship one
has to oneself.” Because U.S. society tends to privatize cultural experience and tends especially to view film as mere entertainment, it is
worth underscoring Foucault’s conclusion to this passage. He writes,
“if we understand by governmentality a strategic field of power relations in their mobility, transformability, and reversibility, then I do
not think that reflection on this notion of governmentality can avoid
passing through, theoretically and practically, the element of a subject
defined by the relationship of self to self.” What I grasp from Foucault
is this: the “ethic of the self ” is not a concept with any essential meaning and not a concept that self- deconstructs in a Derridean autoimmunity. Rather, the ethic of the self moves along bodies but outside of
ontology— like electrical current passing in a field around the wires that
guide it. It means nothing; it performs everything. Thus, if we acknowledge with Stanley Cavell that film watching is a kind of pedagogy, and
if we acknowledge with Giroux and Foucault that pedagogy must be
anchored in an ethic of the self, then we can cut through the dilemma
of the “and” in “religion and film” by crafting a pedagogical hermeneutic that pulls the empty banality of “finding oneself ” (as Foucault
says) into a robust critique of one’s “subject positions, social practices,
and relations of power” (as Giroux notes). This robust critique is what I
mean by the shorthand, “pedagogy of self.”
In attending to film at the intersection of religion and power, I have
found that the conditions of postmodernity, or the post-postmodernity
of globalization, repeatedly generate two affects: nostalgia and transcendence. I will leave the Introduction to expound on this assertion.
Here let me summarize the three overarching arguments of this book,
as it is situated in a series on Religion and Power:
1) that we cannot interpret religion and film without examining
what counts as “religion” in terms of its conceptual referents and
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in terms of its discursive (or disciplinary) (dis)connections to film
studies;
2) that this imbricating hermeneutic of religion and film inevitably
involves ethicopolitical dimensions that generate a pedagogy of
self;
3) and finally, that the conditions of postmodernity or postsecularity position religion nostalgically but not reactively, so that a
generative politics of nostalgia becomes a necessary component of
the pedagogy of self.
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