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Interview with Peter van der Veer

The Dutch anthropologist discusses growing up in the sectarian Netherlands, following the
hippie trail and whether religious tolerance has a future
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Peter van der Veer is a director of the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and
Ethnic Diversity in Gottingen, Germany. An anthropologist specialising in religion and
nationalism in Asia and Europe, his work has spanned subjects ranging from Hinduism in the
Caribbean to the role of prayer in politics. He is also co-director of the new Max Planck
Cambridge Centre for Ethics, Economy and Social Change, which launched earlier this year
to pursue “fresh ethnographic research in fields of urgent concern to humanity”.

When and where were you born?
Groningen in the Netherlands in 1953.

What was Dutch society like then?

The area that | was born in was deeply religious. Social life and civil society were arranged
entirely according to religious affiliation — so | was born [into] a form of Dutch Reformed
Protestantism and that means that your schooling is in that community; the baker and butcher
are members of your church and so on. | have never been a believer. As soon as | started to
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have thoughts about these things, about the age of eight, I thought that it was not very
plausible, the whole thing.

How has this religious upbringing shaped your work?

It made the entire secularisation paradigm of the 1970s completely implausible to me, because
in a very well-developed industrial society such as the Netherlands, industrialisation was
supposed to lead to secularisation [but] it hadn’t happened at all.

How did your interest in Indian languages and culture begin?

| had, as you would now say, a gap year after high school and went to India overland, like
many people of my generation, to explore the world. I hitch-hiked to Turkey and there was a
“magic bus” — basically for hippies — that went to Delhi. | encountered a world for which |
was totally unprepared — it was an entirely different way of looking at things and arranging
things. There are so many temples and rituals; even when you sit on a train, people perform
rituals. | had never read anything about it — it was an enormous experience for me, so when |
came back, | decided to study Sanskrit.

You spent two years at Ayodhya, a Hindu pilgrimage centre in northern India, during
your PhD. What was that like?

The first time | went, it was a festival day and it was just overwhelming — it was like I was in
a Hieronymus Bosch painting of the Middle Ages, a combination of magic and rituals. | lived
with a Brahmin family, who at first put me in a shed, outside the house, because | was a
polluting foreigner. But by the end of the year, | was sitting next to the patriarch, who had
become a very good friend and a research assistant — we did quite a few interviews

together. Until his death, we were very close and we corresponded a lot.

What is most misunderstood about contemporary religion?

The Western academy has become very secular and does not see religion as an object for
study. They still think this is a phenomenon that will pass, is irrational and should not be
there. That has always surprised me because I don’t see a very sharp distinction between a
secular mindset and a religious mindset. If people think society and democracy are founded
on rational deliberation and rational choice, then they should look around a little bit more,
because that’s simply not the case.

Will we be talking about religion at the end of the 21st century?

It is a lesson to look at regimes that have tried to destroy religion. I’ve looked at communist
regimes in China, Vietnam and eastern Europe. They are big, powerful socialist systems that
tried to kill priests [and] destroy churches and temples, for very long periods. But what do we
see in these places? As soon as the repression lessens, religion re-emerges even stronger. The
idea that China is secular, people should forget.

Does religious tolerance have a future?

The whole immigrant situation in Western Europe and increasingly in the US has become
religionised — so instead of an ethnic division, it has become a religious division between
Islam and Christianity. We are now in a period that is clearly less tolerant than when | grew
up. When you go a little bit into the countryside of Poland, Ukraine and Russia, you will find
headscarves everywhere — and that was also the case in the Netherlands until the Second
World War. But we seem to have forgotten this whole history and secular society has become
less tolerant of women wearing headscarves.



