Sarah Porch-Lee		TRDL7110
















Study of Religions Task 3: How Far Are We Justified in Treating ‘Religion’ as a Valid Area of Academic Study?
Student Number: 1907655
Sarah Porch-Lee
Word Count: 2,408 


I am a student of Religious Experience drawn into this field by a strong attraction to the cultural and spiritual domain of human experience in religions and engaged as an anthropologist who enjoys working to understand how social systems operate through and toward religious groups.  Hovering over my choice of study and research interests is the question, “How far are we justified in treating ‘religion’ as a valid area of academic study?” This challenging question is addressed in this paper through the work of religious studies scholars such as Cox, McCutcheon, Fitzgerald, and Olson.   Summarily, though, it is valid to consider ‘religion’ an area of academic study because it is able to call upon subject matter that can be observed, recorded, and taught to others. However, nothing in academia is answered quite so simply, and scholars of religion are pointing out important critiques within the existing academia of their own field.  This paper will cover some of the most pressing critiques found within the field of religion in an effort to answer how this area of study can reach further heights of academic justification in future research, and will then briefly discuss how the field of anthropology can assist in this endeavor. 

The study of religion faces a unique obstacle within academia because of the difficulty for researchers to verify certain data to achieve typical academic rigor.  It may occur that only participants of a religion can truly grasp their faith systems, therefore making it incredibly difficult for academics to accurately represent the systems in their research (Cox, 2006, p. 228; Olson, 2006, p. 270).  On the other hand, religious participants might not have complete knowledge about their own beliefs and customs, or may have very different experiences from others in their group (Olson, 2006, p. 270).  From a broader structural perspective, religious participants may be completely unacquainted with social concepts that their religion tends to support (Schilbrack, 2018, p. 457).  It seems difficult to academically justify an area of study in which both the participants and (by extension) the researcher may have an inability to understand the system being studied, its claims, and overall place in society.  Even after data has been gathered, researchers can be hesitant to produce work that upsets the religious participants; this presents an academic conflict if society’s access to important information about a social group is unpublished (Cox, 2006, pp. 212, 228).  While some aspects of religion research can be difficult to verify or painful to publish, there is still an abundance of data to be gathered from observation, sacred texts, and other material culture that can result in respectful academic papers.  Working with this data while observing standard ethical and academic procedures further justifies ‘religion’ as a valid academic field; however, this is a strong critique that calls attention to the fragility of gathering and presenting religious data within academia.

While on this quest for academically verifiable information, a researcher tends to look for truth.  There is a draw to begin using judgment positions of “right” and “wrong” or “true” and “false,” but the academic goal of a religion academic should be somewhat more stark: that of obtaining information (McCutcheon, 2003, pp. 22-23; Olson, 2006, p. 272).  Perhaps religion’s place in academia then becomes subject to the question: if research cannot be judged according to an objective truth (or reality), how can it be academic?  This dilemma may arise when researchers begin describing religious events, especially personal supernatural experiences (Cox, 2006, p. 97; Taves, 2010, pp. 171- 172).  Perhaps the answer to this predicament lies in cooperation; Taves (2010, p. 172) takes the academic position that researchers ought to cooperate through their work.  Religious research should avoid “supernatural explanations” and science should make room for the idea that research might require more than physical evidence (Taves, 2010, p. 172).  A respectful religion scholar will avoid the temptation to engage in reductionism that explains data to be other than what it is stated to be by participants, but should also avoid the pull to become an evangelist for the religion’s practices.

As a researcher takes the above critiques into account, she will likely find that some of the most intriguing data within a religion lies in its theology; this brings the next strong academic caution into focus.  There seems to be a common conflation between religion studies and theology, as evidenced when university departments of these fields become joined together; yet there should be a clear distinction between these fields (Cox, 2006, pp. 171, 216).  Theology is information that can be analyzed within a religion studies context; it is not a methodology to be used for religion academics (McCutcheon, 2003, p. 93).  In fact, the close connection to theology creates difficulty for an academic approach to specific research because it encourages “…confessional or experiential approaches to religion…” (Von Stuckrad, 2013, pp. 5-6).  For the study of religion to continue its validity as its own area of academic study, it should not be confused with the study of theology.  Perhaps unlike Cox’s (2006, p. 216) work, referred to above as a general example, this paper does not discuss the organizational and funding structures of universities; therefore, this paper does not debate whether each academic area of theology and religion needs its own department.  Yet, it is still crucial to stress that any given religion is bigger than its theology, and a religion studies academic would do well to be neutrally informed on theology, rather than being subject to accusations of bias due to engaging in theological apologetics.

The next critique of the validity of religion as an academic field seems to be a matter of semantics, but shows a deeper critical question for the field.  There is a growing understanding that the structure of religion is not a unique part of culture, nor is it a universal part of every culture (Fitzgerald, 2000, pp. 4, 222, 244- 245; McCutcheon, 2003, p. 86; Olson, 2006, p. 263).  Religion has no exclusive, cultural ownership over ritual or sacred thought (Taves, 2010, p. 175).  Nor do most people groups engage with a social body that can be labeled as a religion (McCutcheon, 2003, p. 86).  Even more dramatically, Fitzgerald (2000, p. 222) posits that the concept of ‘religion’ is applied to so many areas it has taken on the same general meaning as ‘society’ and ‘culture.’ Ultimately, Fitzgerald (2000, p. 4) sums up the critique with this statement, “Religion cannot reasonably be taken to be a valid analytical category since it does not pick out any distinctive cross-cultural aspect of human life.”  In fact, religion researchers are often anthropologists or historians who use their own fields’ methods of research (not those of ‘religion’s’), and who may not view religion as different from other social bodies (such as political or economic bodies) (Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 4).  The weakness here is the notion that religion does not have to exist in every society for it to still provide generous amounts of academic data for study.  However, the legitimacy of academic work is more likely to be questioned if its semantics have loose associations, and its frameworks are nebulous to its own scholars.  
	
There is another terminology question plaguing the academic validity of religion which, at its heart, stems from Westernization and colonialism.  For instance, a commonly understood tenet of religion is that it includes belief in a deity; Fitzgerald (2000, p. 3) admits this is an educated definition, but in reality the roots of this idea lie within Western Christian theology (again showing religion studies’ connection to theological studies).  Categorically, the word ‘religion’ is utilized from ideology of western capitalism (Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 15).  This means the English word ‘religion’ cannot possibly be used as commonly as it has been within analysis of other cultures’ social bodies.  Since it can be said that ‘religion’ is a Western, Christian idea, it can be understood that to apply it to other parts of the world may be a sign of colonialist power privilege and Eurocentrism (Cox, 2006, p. 231; Von Stuckrad, 2013, pp. 5-6).  It is important to note that this is not a new area of concern for the study of religion.  Religious studies departments in the United Kingdom sprang up partially because of the desire to address non-Western religions that had experienced marginalization at the hands of Westerners (Cox, 2006, p. 167).  A major shift in methodology occurred in the late 1900s for academics who started critiquing religious categories, specifically in relationship to post-colonial ideology (Schilbrack, 2018, p. 451).  This shift can help religion studies academics not to oversimplify structures they find throughout the world.  Colonialism is a dirty concept in contemporary thought; finding it in religion studies is not only unfortunate, but illustrates how the field’s basic terminology is at risk of being considered irrelevant.  It is paramount that colonialist ideology continues to be addressed in religion research to ensure the field’s ability to keep pace with global academic expectations of appropriate cultural and ideological references.

An excellent example of an academic approach to the study of a foreign social body follows.  This example demonstrates how a scholar of religion can tactfully look abroad at a social structure without reducing that structure into Western constructs of religion and theology.  Fitzgerald (2000, p. 121) conducted a study on Ambedkar Buddhism, a system that most Westerners would consider to be religious.  He found that the term ‘religion’ was not valuable in his study; rather he found the more specific terms of ritual, politics, and soteriology to be much more applicable in his descriptions of Ambedkar Buddhism (Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 121).  The Buddhists’ ritual involved hierarchy that practically applied into labor division, relation to the divine, societal structures, and power ideology (Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 121).  Their idea of politics appears in the caste system and the practical application of government structure (Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 121).  Soteriology in Ambedkar Buddhism relates to the complex idea of following a path to find mental freedom (Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 121).  While Westerners may consider some of these concepts to fall into their category of ‘religion,’ some of these concepts are not really religious at all (according to a Westerner’s general understanding of the word).  While this study was conducted by a religious scholar, each of the concepts laid out above could have been academically undertaken within the field of anthropology through analysis of social structures within cultures.  The reason anthropology is addressed in this paper is made more evident below.
	
A closer look into the field of anthropology will show that anthropologists attempt to take a neutral / objective approach in their research.  Anthropologists attempt to observe cultural events and discuss them without reductionism or debate over the veracity of participants’ claims.  Even better, anthropological research methodology allows for religions to be analyzed with theories that are not theological at their base (Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 12).  These aims show how anthropology provides a framework that is considered valid in academia and neutral in approach.   The weakness here is that it can be argued that ‘religion’ as a field of study could then be absorbed into the field of anthropology if it uses anthropological research methods and concepts.  However, the realm of religion currently offers so much specific data to be studied under constantly changing worldviews and social structures that I do not believe religion should be absorbed into anthropology. While I posit that anthropologists can add value through a neutral approach to religion research, there may be scholars outside anthropology who wish to work within the field of religion by strengthening its methods and theories to respond to questions of academic justification.

Indeed, the future of the academic study of religions looks exciting.  There are many specific themes within religion analysis that can be looked at academically with a shared field (like anthropology), such as religious groups, activities, and texts (Taves, 2010, p. 171; Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 10).  As Fitzgerald (2000, p. 245) argues, these religious themes may be ultimately cultural, but I disagree that we could drop the descriptor word ‘religion’ in lieu of the word ‘culture’ (just as I stated above that I do not believe anthropology should absorb religion as a specified academic area) (McCutcheon, 2003, p. 233; Taves, 2010, p. 186).  The specific concept of ‘religion’ can encompass an important part of a social group’s identity; therefore, it is valuable to strive for academic rigor while studying it, and for it to have a name and position in academic research.  Within the realm of religion studies, a researcher might choose to use anthropological theories such as structuralism or functionalism to approach political connections, ritual activities, soteriology, and the use of cultural objects and behaviors (Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 133).  Using anthropological methods in the study of religion can help challenge toxic Western thought patterns, help re-analyze social groups that have been misunderstood through the overuse of the term ‘religion,’ and can help avoid the overuse of the term in the future (McCutcheon, 2003, pp. 79-80; Von Stuckrad, 2013, pp. 19-20).  These practices can bring value to the academic study of religions and other non-religious social bodies.

Ultimately, this paper acknowledges ‘religion’ to be a field that is rich with academic data while also recognizing there are helpful critiques of some of the current practices within the field.  In answer to these cautionary critiques and in an effort to show there can be stronger justification of ‘religion’ as a valid area of study, several of these critiques have been addressed in this paper.  First, while some religious data is difficult to verify and produce, religions still offer much data that can withstand scientific analysis.  Next, while reductionism must be avoided in respectful research of religion, engaging in doctrinal and theological apologetics can also be difficult to avoid.  Last, religion research is experiencing criticism of its terminology and framework usage which is also closely connected to toxic Western ideology (Cox, 2006, p. 231; Fitzgerald, 2000, p. 15; Von Stuckrad, 2013, pp. 5-6).  The field of anthropology has been shown to stand as an academic response to these issues through its neutral methodological approach to cultural analysis within religion.  For we who research religion, religious culture likely provides one of the most fascinating and beautiful parts of life that can be studied, discussed, and recorded.  As we engage with it, we respond to the question and call for its justification as an academic field by following rigorous process to answer critiques as they arise. 
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