A NOTE ON INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES AND THEORETICAL ECLECTICISM


	All the main textbooks and more advanced books listed at the beginning of this module approach Religious Studies from a variety of disciplines.  Even a book with a title such as Religion and Science (ed. Clayton 2006) has chapters on nearly every discipline discussed here, and looks at the issue from the perspectives of a variety of religions.  As mentioned earlier, Religious Studies is not a discipline in and of itself, but rather a field of enquiry which draws upon many disciplines.  By its very nature, then, Religious Studies is certainly one the most interdisciplinary academic fields.  There is a difference, however, between being able to approach a subject from various disciplines, and actually integrating theories and methods from various disciplines in order to arrive at new ways of understanding the issue at hand.
	Many of the approaches discussed here have some element of interdisciplinarity.  The volumes co-edited by Whitehouse, for example, combine cognitive science with anthropology, archaeology, and psychology.  While they have been listed in those sections here, they could also have been listed in the above section on Cognitive Science.  In the first section, Fitzgerald’s essay on ‘religion’ as a category is described as ‘a philosophical and anthropological critique’.  Others in that section argue for an integration of theology with some of the more social scientific approaches taken by Religious Studies.
	Nor does drawing upon different disciplines mean that one is necessarily open to competing arguments.  As seen above, many studies begin with their conclusions predetermined to some extent; or are testing whether a posited conclusion ‘works’.  There is another method, however – one of open-ended enquiry in which a variety of theories are tested in order to find the most compelling.  In other words, an attempt is made to allow the theory itself to emerge from the data.  	
	When one combines different elements from a variety of theories, this is known as ‘theoretical eclecticism’.  The various theories are not necessarily in competition or mutually exclusive, and may in fact be complimentary.  One could even argue that for a truly comprehensive understanding of a religion or a particular religious phenomenon, we actually need to combine multiple disciplinary perspectives.
 A definition of ‘religion’ from the website religioustolerance.org (http://www.religioustolerance.org/jones01.htm) states that:

It is apparent that religion can be seen as a theological, philosophical, anthropological, sociological, and psychological phenomenon of human kind.  To limit religion to only one of these categories is to miss its multifaceted nature and lose out on the complete definition.

	While drawing upon more than one theory obviously means more work for the researcher, there is no scientifically valid reason to try to force a given problem into a single explanation, while ignoring other possibilities.  For example, certain beliefs might be based on fear, others on community support, others on mystical experiences or dreams, and still others on control of the masses.  Some might be hardwired into out brains, and some are psychological or cognitive processes.  Humans are complex and multi-faceted, and so are our religions.  

