Chapter One

Definitions and Terms

“Religion, like poetry and most other living things, 
cannot be defined”- Gilbert Murray [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Gilbert Murray, Five Stages of Greek Religion, (Mineola New York: Dover Publications, INC., 2009), p.4.] 


Introduction 

Before examining the credibility of invented religions, the definition of religion must be considered. So, what is religion? Throughout this chapter it will become apparent that this question does not have one set definition, making it an extremely difficult question to answer.  This chapter will contain three sections, firstly it will examine the different definitions of religion provided by scholars. It will look at different explanations, strategies, methods and approaches used, as an example, the sociological strategy of functional and substantive definitions. Secondly, it will examine the way that religions are categorised and grouped as this will be important when determining the credibility of invented religions.The last section, will explore the different terms used by other scholars as an alternative to Carole Cusacks term ‘invented religions’ (such as, ‘hyper-real’ religions, ‘fiction-based’ religions and ‘authentic fakes’) and the reasons these scholars have chosen to use or avoid using these terms

Definitions of Religions 

The task of defining religion is extremely complex, John Bowker states, “a strange thing about religion is that we all know what it is until someone asks us to tell them”.[footnoteRef:2] Many people will focus on one aspect, such as places of worship, while others often link it to the belief in a supernatural being or supernatural power. However, this does not tell us what religion is. The term ‘religion’ is subjective, meaning something different to every individual, as each person has their own interpretation and affiliation. Even academics cannot agree on a single definition and due to the complexity of finding one universal definition, some scholars have given up trying to find an answer. The scholars from the different fields of sociology; anthropology; ethnology; theology and philosophy, all have different ideas of religion from their own professional perspectives. British Economist, John Hick states:  [2:  Dominic Corrywright and Peggy Morgan, Get Set for Religious Studies, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), p.7.] 


“Religion is one thing to the anthropologist, another to the sociologist, another to the psychologist (and again another to the next psychologist!), another to the Marxist, another to the mystic, another to the Zen Buddhist and yet another to the Jew or Christian. As a result, there is a greater variety of religious theories of the nature of religion.”

Consequently, there is no universal definition of religion and it is therefore complicated to define. However, many scholars have tried to describe and define religion, using a variety of methods and approaches. [footnoteRef:3] The following section examines some of these ideas. [3:  Robert G. Crawford, What is Religion?, (London; New York: Routledge, 2002 ), p1.  < https://www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/readonline/9780203398500> [date accessed: 30 September 2018].] 


When looking at definitions of religion, sociologists use two strategies: functional definitions and substantive definitions.[footnoteRef:4] Functional definitions depict what religion does, examining how it performs in the social and psychological system. The sociological aspect is the influence on social life or society and the psychological aspect examines how religion influences the beliefs and lifestyle of each individual.[footnoteRef:5] Substantive definitions try to determine what religion is, looking at the content and essence. It tries to create groups of religious content, if you have a belief in God you are defined as having a religion, however if you do not you are classed as non-religious. These definitions often include the belief in a ‘transcendent reality’, ‘superhuman being’, ‘god’, ‘supernatural realm’ or a belief in something sacred. [4:  Meredith B. McGuire, Religion: The Social Context, 5th ed.  (Belmont, Calif.; London: Wadsworth Thomson Learning, 2002), pp.8-9. ]  [5:  Peter L. Berger, ‘Some Second Thoughts on Substantive versus Functional Definitions of Religion’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 13:2 (1974), 125-133 (p.126).] 


An example of a functional definition is that given by American cultural anthropologist, Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) he states that, “A religion is: (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.” Geertz looks at religion from a cultural perspective and his complex definition is more focused than some other functional definitions, which try to include everything that a religion does. [footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Meredith B. McGuire, Religion: The Social Context, pp.8-11.] 


Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) defines religion as, “… a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden, beliefs and practices which unite into one single community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.” It is argued that this definition of religion is functional because it talks about beliefs and practices. However, some scholars see it as both functional and substantive, despite arguing that it cannot be substantive as it does not include the supernatural dimension, which many view as essential. However, some contemporary scholars hold the same view as Durkheim. 

The anthropologist E. B. Tyler provides a clear example of a substantive definition merely stating that it is, “a belief in supernatural beings”.[footnoteRef:7] While British sociologist and anthropologist, Herbert Spencer, describes religions as, “…the recognition that all things are manifestations of a Power which transcends our knowledge.”[footnoteRef:8]. Both definitions may be short and concise, but they meet the definition of a belief in the supernatural and transcendental. [7:  Robert G. Crawford, What is Religion?, pp.1-5.  ]  [8:  Arvind Sharma, Problematizing Religious Freedom, (London; New York: Springer Science & Business Media, 2011),p. 19.
] 


Another method used to define religion is to look at the characteristic and structural forms religion takes.[footnoteRef:9] An influential model for comprehending what the term ‘religion’ encompasses is that depicted by Ninian Smart (1927 – 2001). He describes religion as, a complex phenomenon with several dimensions.  Smart offers seven dimensions of religion: the practical or ritual dimensions; the experiential and emotional dimensions; the narrative or mythic dimensions; the doctrinal and philosophical dimensions; the ethical and legal dimensions; the social and institutional dimensions; and the material or aesthetic dimensions.  Smart suggests that the dimensions of religion are like the organs of the body, he says they are related organically. The organs cannot function correctly or efficiently on their own, if they are detached from the rest of the body and its parts. Smart describes them as, ‘interlinked’, ‘interactive’ and ‘interdependent’, as demonstrated below. [9:  George D. Chryssides, Exploring New Religions, (London; New York: Continuum, 1999), pp.14-15. ] 


The Practical or Ritual Dimensions

This dimension refers to the rituals practiced by followers of religion, which include: prayer; chanting; worship; meditation etc. Rituals differ between the diverse religions and sometimes contrast between the denominations. Some religions have limited rituals, for example the Quakers. The level of importance of these rituals can vary from one religious’ person to the next. The religious pilgrimage of Hajj within in Islam is an extremely significant trip to make during one’s lifetime for many Muslims. However, Sufi Muslims believe the pilgrimage to God can be completed within the heart. 

The Experiential and Emotional Dimension 

Experience has been significant in influencing later developments to the start and preservation of religious life. Again, much like the practical and ritual dimension, religious experience differs in each religion. For example, Moses and the burning bush; and Muhammad on Mount Hira. These experiences create emotion, which gives worth to the rituals and practices. The Christian ritual of eating bread and drinking red wine would hold no meaning if it was not for crucifixion of Christ. 

The Narrative or Mythic Dimensions

This dimension is the passing down of stories, religions have religious text or scripture that contains these stories (the Bible, the Qur’an) and they lay the foundations for rituals and practices. For example, Easter mass commemorates the resurrection of Jesus. 

The Doctrinal and Philosophical Dimensions

This dimension focuses on the core religious beliefs and questions. The answers to questions such as ‘How did life begin?’ or ‘Who is Jesus?’ and ‘Who is Muhammad?’ are at the centre of the religious narratives. The rest of the narrative stems from these answers. Each religion will have some similar and some very different questions, but they will all serve the same purpose at the core of the religion.

The Ethical and Legal Dimensions

The ethical dimension refers to the principles, guidelines, rules and commandments that followers of religion should abide by and are often found in the religion’s holy texts (the Bible, the Torah, the Qur’an). For example, the ten commandments followed by Christians and Jews or the Shari’ law followed by Muslims. These religious laws and morals are at the heart of religious life for countless religious adherents, while for others they are the basis for attaining spiritual progress. They give structure to the community.

The Social and Institutional Dimensions 

This dimension is of significance to sociologists and social anthropologists. Religious people often have a strong sense of community and belonging with the congregation that they belong. This could be within the church, the synagogue, the Mosque or the Sangha. Richard Gombrich states that belonging is just as significant as believing within religion. 

 The Material or Aesthetic Dimensions

The majority of religions have certain places and specific things (man-made or natural) that hold great significance. For example, specific buildings, pieces of artwork, texts, music and artefacts which help to stimulate and express beliefs and practices. Some religions express this in a more ostentatious way than others, from the extravagant décor in eastern orthodox churches to the plain pulpit in the Protestant church.

Smart proposes that these seven dimensions of religion provide a balanced depiction of religion and what it encompasses. Why has he identified seven? Should a political dimension be included, given that in modern society political issues have been prominent around the world. Smart’s dimensions are extremely broad, he says that if a movement has these seven dimensions then it is a religion, what if a religion does not encompass all seven? Not all religious movement have all of these seven dimensions, for example Buddhist modernists do not include the narrative or mythic dimension.[footnoteRef:10] If an invented religion met the criteria of Smarts seven dimensions, should it then be classed as a credible religion?  [10:  Robert G. Crawford, What is Religion?, p7.  ] 


Eric Sharpe (1933-2000) links to Smart’s ideas and advocates four functional modes: existential, which relates to faith; intellectual, which relates to beliefs; institutional which relates to organisation; and ethical, which relates to conduct.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Dominic Corrywright and Peggy Morgan, Get Set for Religious Studies, pp. 9-15. ] 


Not all scholars hold religious beliefs, some of the most significant are anti-religious, for example Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), who describes religions as, “…illusions, fulfillments of the oldest, strongest, and most insistent wishes of mankind”.[footnoteRef:12] Karl Marx (1818-1883) who defines religion as the “…opium of the people” and one of the new atheists, Richard Dawkins (1941-) who says “Religion is a virus”.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion, trans. and ed. by James Strachey, (New York: Liveright Publishing Corp., and London: The Hogarth Press Ltd., 1961) p. 30.]  [13:  Robert G. Crawford, What is Religion?, p.2. ] 


As demonstrated, there is not one single definition of religion, and quite possibly there never will be. All scholars have their own views, opinions, different method, strategies and approaches. It is therefore possible that invented religions meet the criteria that defines religion.   
 
Grouping of Religions 

Religions are often classified into groups. Since the disciplines of anthropology and sociology began, the concept of grouping religions into categories and a hierarchical system has existed. It is important to note that the grouping of religions can vary from one scholar to the next, it is dependent on what each one finds significant. 

World Religions Paradigm  

An essential grouping or categorisation is the ‘World Religions Paradigm’ (WRP). It is extremely likely that everyone who has looked at or studied religion has come across this grouping, whether they are aware of it or not.  James L. Cox describes the WRP as a system in which religions have been grouped, categorised, organised, revised and taught, in the major universities and Western universities before spreading to other areas of the world, particularly Africa. The intention of the WRP is to arrange religions into groups in accordance with their main religious beliefs; historical development; scriptures; founders and classify them into one common category. [footnoteRef:14] [14:  David G. Roberston and James L. Cox, "The World Religions Paradigm", The Religious Studies Project, 2013 <https://www.religiousstudiesproject.com/podcast/podcast-james-cox-on-the-world-religions-paradigm/> [Accessed 18 November 2018].] 


Nowadays, the WRP commonly refers to the ‘Big Five’ (in Britain this is sometimes six) comprising of Christianity; Islam; Judaism; Hinduism; and Buddhism (sometimes Sikhism), usually displayed in Abrahamic centric order, and often accompanied by additional categories: indigenous religions and new religious movements.[footnoteRef:15] Although, this method of categorisation was adopted during the nineteenth century due to colonialism, the WRP continues to be the leading theme in popular and pedagogical methods in the study of religions. [footnoteRef:16] [15:  After World Religions: Reconstructing Religious Studies, ed. by Christopher R. Cotter and David G. Robertson, London, England; New York, New York: Routledge, 2016),p.2. < https://www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/readonline/9781315688046> [date accessed: 30 September 2018]]  [16:  David G. Roberston and James L. Cox, "The World Religions Paradigm", The Religious Studies Project, 2013] 


The WRP has been criticised by some scholars who view it as problematic, the criticism surrounds the quantity of World Religions; the criteria that needs to be met; and the elimination of other religious traditions. In his book, Map is Not Territory, Jonathan Z. Smith highlights, that the WRP is set to a Western standard and as a lot of Western society is Christian based, a religion has to follow a Christian template to fit the criteria of a ‘world religion’.[footnoteRef:17] One of the major criticisms is that indigenous traditions are not portrayed, Graham Harvey argues that the category of world religion should treat indigenous religions the same. It is however, generally accepted that the WRP continues to be the model for other religions. [footnoteRef:18] [17:  Jonathan Z. Smith, Map Is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religion, (Leiden: Brill, 1978), p.295]  [18:  Indigenous Religions: A Companion, ed. by Graham Harvey, (London: Caswell, 2000), p.3.] 


Indigenous Religions 

As discussed, the WRP is often accompanied by the additional category:  indigenous religions. Indigenous is now used as the scholarly term, previous terms include, primitive, primal, primary and tribal. These former terms are now deemed unacceptable due to negative connotations and inferred inferiority. Indigenous religions are those religions that are small, traditional religious traditions, that are often unique to geographical area, examples include the Inuit and the Pacific islanders. 

New Religious Movements 

New religious movements (NRMs) are new in the sense that they have emerged since World War Two. By comparison ‘new religious movements’ is a new term and incorporates groups that have often fragmented from a ‘world’ religion. They can be contentious, as they can hold an opposing view from the religion that they have evolved from. Commonly new religious movements are referred to as sects or cults. However, these words are actively avoided by scholars due to their negative association. Instead, they can also be referred to as ‘alternative religious tradition’.[footnoteRef:19] They usually hold radical views and try to answer the fundamental questions. Professor in Sociology, Eileen Barker emphasises some characteristics of NRMs, such as a charismatic leader, first generation membership and followers that have a strong devotion to the movement.[footnoteRef:20] Examples of NRMs include, Heaven’s Gate, the Branch Davidians and ISKON.  [19:  Dominic Corrywright and Peggy Morgan, Get Set for Religious Studies, pp. 21-22.]  [20:  Eileen Barker, New Religious Movements: Their incidence and Significance, in New Religious Movements: Challenge and Response, ed.  By Jamie Cresswell and Bryan Wilson, (London: Routledge, 1999), pp.7-8.
] 



How ‘Invented Religions’ are Defined: Fiction-based Religions, Hyper- real Religions and Authentic Fakes  

Carole Cusack is an Australian historian of religion, she devised the term ‘invented religions’, which refers to ‘religions’ that are intentionally fictional and declare their invented status. This includes movements such as, Discordianism, the Church of all Worlds, the Church of the SubGenius, Jediism, the Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster and Matrixism. Cusack wanted the subtitle of her book ‘Imagination, Fiction and Faith’, to be highlighted, she states that “…the human imagination creates the stories, the stories are fictions, people come to have faith in them, I think that’s really important.” Cusack has received emails of support from members of Discordianism and the Church of All Worlds, including the co-founder, Oberon Zell- Ravenheart, who have expressed their approval of the term ‘invented religions’. [footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Carole M. Cusack and David G. Robertson, with Christopher R. Cotter. 2012. “Invented Religions.” The Religious Studies Project (Podcast Transcript). 30 January 2012. Transcribed by Martin Lepage. Version 1.1, 25 September 2015. Available at: <https://religiousstudiesproject.com/podcast/podcast-carole-cusack-on-invented-religions/>] 


Invented religions are controversial as they do not follow the traditional understanding of religion as they do not originate from a divine revelation but are based on fiction. Invented religions openly state their new-found status and have originated from human creativity and imagination. Additionally, invented religions view fiction, as an authentic source. [footnoteRef:22] Markus Davidsen avoids using Cusack’s term ‘invented religions’ because of this and argues that all religions have been invented. Instead Davidsen uses the term, ‘fiction-based’ religions, which he believes to be ‘analytically superior’. [footnoteRef:23]  [22:  Carole M. Cusack, Invented Religions: Imgaination, Fiction and Faith, (London: Ashgate, 2010), p. 1. ]  [23:  Carole M. Cusack and David G. Robertson, with Christopher R. Cotter. 2012. “Invented Religions.” The Religious Studies Project (Podcast Transcript).] 


Davidsen’s term ‘fiction-based’ religions encompasses religions such as those based on J.R.R. Tolkien’s literary mythology and George Lucas’ Star Wars Trilogy. He defines ‘fiction-based’ religion as, “religion which fictional texts are used as authoritative texts”. So, what does Davidsen mean by ‘authoritative texts’ and ‘fiction’? In a religion the authoritative text is the model that the adherents use as their foundation, including their beliefs and practices. World religions use authoritative texts, for example, Christians use the Bible as the root by which they live their lives. Fiction is a story that is not based on anything that has happened in the empirical world, it is not factual. Therefore, Davidsen’s ‘fiction-based’ religions exist in the real word but are influenced by fictional narratives[footnoteRef:24] Occasionally, they are rooted in ‘fictional religions’, which is a religion that exists within a fictional narrative, created by an author and followed by fictional characters. Davidsen looks specifically at Star Wars and Jediism. In the Star Wars films, the Jedi Knights (fictional characters) follow the Force religion (fictional religion). Jediism, the ‘fiction-based’ religion in the empirical world is based on the Force religion in the films. While Jediists recognize Star Wars and the concepts within it are fictional, they deem the beliefs and practices in the fictional Force religion to be rational and logical in the real world.  Other examples of ‘fiction -based’ religions include the Church of all Worlds and the Church of the Subgenius. Religion and communication scholar Dr Danielle Kirby critiques Davidsen’s term, ‘fiction-based’ religions, claiming that it is ineffective. She explains, that the term is too compliant and there must be a better description to use to describe these religions. [footnoteRef:25] [24:  Markus Altena Davidsen, ‘Fiction-based religion; Conceptualising a new category against history-based religion and fandom’, Culture and Religion, 14:4 (2013), 378-395 < https://doi.org/10.1080/14755610.2013.838798> [accessed 23 May 2018]]  [25:  Carole M. Cusack and David G. Robertson, with Christopher R. Cotter. 2012. “Invented Religions.” The Religious Studies Project (Podcast Transcript).] 


Adam Possamai proposes an additional term, in place of ‘invented religions’ and ‘fiction-based’ religions. He argues that, because these movements are inspired `and shaped in symbiosis with popular culture and have developed through the internet, they should be termed, ‘hyper-real’ religions. This term derives from the French sociologist Jean Baudrillards work, where he discusses the “copy of the copy” and simulacrum.[footnoteRef:26] Possamai defines ‘hyper-real’ religions as, “a simulacrum of a religion created out of, or in symbiosis with, commodified popular culture which provides inspiration at a metaphorical level and/or a source of beliefs for everyday life.”[footnoteRef:27] Two prominent movements referred by Possamai are, Jediism and Matrixism, both are movements  that have been inspired by popular films (Star Wars and the Matrix) and have gained followers through the use of the internet .  [26:  Possomai, Adam. and Sammy Bishop. 2017. “Hyper-real Religion, Digital Capitalism and the Pygmalion Effect”, The Religious Studies Project (Podcast Transcript). 6 November 2017. Transcribed by Helen Bradstock. Version 1.1, 3 November 2017 Available at:<https://www.religiousstudiesproject.com/podcast/hyper-real-religion-digital-capitalism- and-thepygmalion-effect/>]  [27: Adam, Possamai, ed., Handbook of Hyper-real religions, (The Netherlands: Brill, 2012).
p.ix.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Davidsen challenges Possamai’s definition, he argues that if the term ‘hyper-real’ is examined in terms of Baudrillard, then all religions can be classed of ‘hyper-real’. Therefore, the term is ineffective. Davidsen recognises the class of religion Possamai identifies as real. However, he disputes the term ‘hyper-real’ religions and suggests that ‘fiction-based’ religions is a more apt description as they are based on popular fiction, such as films, books, comics etc.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Markus Altena Davidsen, ‘Fiction-based religion; Conceptualising a new category against history-based religion and fandom’] 


‘Authentic fakes’ is the preferred term used by David Chidester, as he believes that in American popular culture there are fake things and fraudulent people, that often have links to religion. He argues, that there is some authenticity behind these ‘fake’ religions and therefore uses the term ‘authentic fakes’. He states that they are, “forging a community, focusing desire, and facilitating exchange in ways that look just like religion.”

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined a variety of definitions and terms presented by scholars and as a result demonstrated the complexity of defining religion. While some of the scholarly definitions may be similar, every scholar ultimately has their own idea of what religion is. Throughout this piece of work, it will become apparent, how some invented religions, that will be assessed in the later chapters, clearly meet the criteria that certain scholars use as their definition of religion. So, if an invented religion meets the criteria, is it also credible? 
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