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his resources or tools skillfully, whether he is faced with routine situations that have 
precedents to follow or unexpected situations that require creativity. Innovation 
emerges when Veblen finally encounters marginalism in the field of economics and 
applies his intellectual tools to issues of mainstream economics.

Camic’s Veblen may be problematic in terms of historical detail, but in addition to its 
fine and readable content, we gain a new theory of the production and development of 
knowledge, and at the heart of this theory lies the concept of ‘repetition-with-variation’. 
Perhaps, this concept, also salvaged from the work of Robert K. Merton (Camic, 2011), 
will be as important as ‘obliteration by incorporation’ in the future.
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This biography of Robert N. Bellah concludes with an image that beautifully summa-
rizes the joyful seriousness Matteo Bortolini says characterizes his subject. Visiting 
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Heidelberg University, a tour guide noted its connection to Max Weber and proceeded 
to summarize The Protestant Ethic ‘with some difficulty’. While graduate students in 
attendance made fun of her, Bellah – who six decades earlier saw himself as the next 
Max Weber – ‘listened in perfect silence, chin in hand, as if he had never heard of Max 
Weber before’ (p. 361).

Bortolini began this impressive work as an intellectual biography in 2007, doing 
archival work in the United States and interviewing Bellah and associates. He later 
shifted to writing a ‘full’ biography, facilitated by Bellah’s surviving daughters granting 
access to his personal papers. As the lengthy end notes highlight, Bortolini masterfully 
uses the unpublished materials, especially journals and correspondence, for insights into 
Bellah’s thought over the years. Bortolini does well to tell the story of Bellah’s thought 
in relation to personal, social, and historical developments without reducing it to a mere 
reflection of external causes or creating a false sense of coherence.

Many people writing about Bellah, myself included, tell the story of his career like 
this: A star pupil of Talcott Parsons at Harvard, Bellah’s early work on Japan exemplifies 
the modernization theory of the 1950s and is self-consciously structural-functionalist. He 
added complexity by theorizing more broadly about the historical development of mod-
ern societies in ‘Religious Evolution’ (1964). Bellah’s later contributions to civil reli-
gion, symbolic realism, religious individualism, and the cultural and institutional 
conditions of a good society elaborate on the 1964 essay. The publication of Religion in 
Human Evolution (hereafter Religion) brings together the various strands of Bellah’s 
thought in a magnum opus.

As A Joyfully Serious Man shows, this version of Bellah has elements of truth. But I 
come away from this book with a greater appreciation of both the profound continuity in 
Bellah’s questions over the years and significant changes in his answers. Bellah was a 
hedgehog in the fundamental question he sought to answer in his lifetime: What is the 
relationship between tradition and modernity, and how has religion played a constitutive 
role in both over time? But Bellah was a fox in his search for answers. He wanted ‘to 
know the whole range of human experience in time, space, and depth’ (pp. 118–119). To 
do so, he would use whatever resources his constantly seeking ‘antennae’ could identify 
(p. 177).

Of course, it would be un-sociological to view Bellah’s work as that of a free-floating 
intellectual driven solely by his curiosity. Personal circumstances, historical develop-
ments, and social realities pushed and pulled him into various projects. To truly under-
stand Bellah, Bortolini shows, we need to see him as a minute point of the intersection of 
biography and history in society, to paraphrase C. Wright Mills.

The process by which someone who thought of himself as a comparativist became 
famous as an Americanist is suggestive. We must undoubtedly consider Bellah the per-
son who declared in an essay written when he was 10 years old that his ultimate plan was 
‘to make the world a better place to live in’ (p. 11) and who remained politically active 
thereafter. This person matures in a world dominated by a cold war between global 
superpowers and post-colonial struggles in the developing world, including the United 
States’ deepening involvement in Vietnam and parallel struggles for social equality at 
home. This intersection yields Bellah’s famous interpretation of the present moment as a 
‘third time of trial’ for the United States (p. 97).
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Moreover, for Bellah to formulate these thoughts, he needs an occasion, which arises 
thanks to his social position and networks as a Harvard professor. Although he was a 
specialist in Japan, Bellah was asked to present the opening paper at a conference on 
American religion in 1965. That presentation was subsequently revised as ‘Civil Religion 
in America’ and published in Daedalus in 1967. The Daedalus essay begat the Weil 
Memorial Lectures in 1971, which were published as The Broken Covenant the year 
before the US bicentennial celebration. The work cemented Bellah’s place as a public 
intellectual in America and of America.

As his Americanist detour became the main road he traveled, change and turmoil 
marked Bellah’s life. He developed ‘a brief but intense fascination for LSD’ and contin-
ued to grapple with ‘rejection engendered by his father’s suicide’ and questions about his 
sexual identity (pp. 101–102). He sought freedom by leaving ‘mother Harvard, father 
Parsons’ for Berkeley in 1967, only to be confronted again by feelings of personal loss 
and intellectual inadequacy (pp. 107, 110). In the spring of 1973, conflict over his invita-
tion to join the Institute for Advanced Study was front-page news in the New York Times; 
a month later, his oldest daughter Tammy committed suicide (pp. 159–164).

Those of us hoping the biographer will create coherence by showing how Bellah’s 
ideas reflect these biographical experiences are disappointed here. In the late 1960s, 
Bellah published general theoretical essays on the sociology of religion, articles on 
Japan, and pieces advocating experiential approaches to religion. The collection of 
many of these works in Beyond Belief (1970), along with Bellah’s autobiographical 
introduction, contributes to the sense that these are part of a single project. But as 
Bortolini observes, ‘The truth was that there was no hidden structure under the sur-
face of Bellah’s work, but only a growing assortment of diverse ideas, paradigms, 
and analyses that could be systematized only at the price of distortion or simplifica-
tion’ (p. 179).

A similar intersection of biography and history in society would lead Bellah into the 
collaboration that yielded Habits of the Heart (1985) and The Good Society (1991). 
Although these are among his best-known works, Bortolini’s treatment will surprise 
even readers who thought they knew Bellah well (Chapters13–18).

With some humorous exaggeration, Bellah characterized the work that made him 
famous as a deviation from his main interests, a ‘thirty year Babylonian captivity to 
American studies’ (p. 306). His publications and institutional positions highlight the 
truth that Bellah had always been a comparativist, even if his ultimate goal was to under-
stand his inescapable bond to America, a country from which he also felt alienated.

Even as he spoke widely about America throughout the 1990s, Bellah was already 
planning his escape. Upon his retirement in 1997, Michael Burawoy noted Bellah’s plan 
to return ‘to the path from which he was diverted’, to what Bellah called a ‘lifelong 
obsession with One Big Idea’ (p. 298). Given the title of his last major work, it is easy to 
think the book realized what he began nearly a half-century earlier. But the difference 
between ‘Religious Evolution’ and Religion in Human Evolution, Bortolini convincingly 
argues (Chapters20–22), is more than a couple of words.

Into his 80s, Bellah continued to incorporate new ideas into his thinking, especially 
developments in evolutionary biology and psychology and recent work on the Axial Age 
(pp. 307–309). As a result, Religion was ‘a dialectical recapitulation of everything Bellah 
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had done up to that moment and, at the same time, something incomparable to anything 
he had ever published’ (pp. 335–336).

Remarkably, though not surprisingly, Religion was just a part of what Bellah had 
envisioned. Dropped from an early outline of the book were chapters on modernity in 
which he could incorporate his understanding of Japanese exceptionalism as a modern 
society with no axial breakthrough and his long-developing interpretation of the United 
States as the product of the Protestant Reformation gone bad. Had all gone as planned, 
Bellah would have folded this latter idea into The Modern Project in Light of Human 
Evolution (p. 352), in which he would grapple with whether tradition could save moder-
nity from itself. Of course, Bellah’s life did not always go as planned and this project, 
like modernity itself, was left unfinished when he died at age 86 in 2013.

In a November 2011 panel on Religion, Bellah noted, ‘Recently somebody asked me: 
Why are you writing this book about religion when you should write your autobiogra-
phy? I said: I am writing my autobiography, it’s the autobiography of the human race!’ 
(p. xii). Here again, Bellah was exaggerating only slightly. Bortolini notes the distinctive 
character of Religion as a text in which ‘the creative process had the same importance as 
the final outcome’. The text was performative, with ‘oscillations between truth claims 
and “the grounds for thinking them true”. . . . Bob was everywhere. . . . To put it another 
way, Bob was the book and the book was Bob’ (pp. 335–337).

This, too, makes sense when we consider that a favorite passage of Bellah’s by poet 
William Butler Yeats reads, ‘Man can embody the truth but he cannot know it’. The truth 
Robert N. Bellah embodied was intellectual curiosity. I experienced this myself in 1989 
when, as an undergraduate in his famous Sociology of Religion course, I visited him dur-
ing office hours almost weekly. I would pepper him with juvenile questions he no doubt 
had heard before. Still, he listened to me in perfect silence, chin in hand, as if he had 
never heard the questions before, patiently answering each. As Matteo Bortolini’s beauti-
ful biography shows over and over, the importance of intellectual curiosity is the ultimate 
lesson of Bellah’s life and work.
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