By Felix Whiteley-Bristow
What is ‘Religion’?
Debate and discussion of ‘religion’ has been practised by scholars and philosophers since time immemorial but the very concept of what we call ‘religion’ is purely a result of western academia. In non-European cultures, it is very difficult or impossible to define ‘religion’ as a separate entity in and of itself. However, in western academia the subject ‘religion’ is discussed greatly. Therefore, there have arisen many arguments on what ‘religion’ is
The term ‘religion’ is evolved from the Latin word ‘religare’; re- (again) and ligare "to reconnect". Simply religion means to “tie back to one’s source”. Up until the nineteenth century it was used solely to refer to the three major Abrahamic faiths (Being Christianity, Islam, and Judaism). This was due to the increased interest in the debate over other faiths and the introduction of religion as a part of society and culture that could be studied as put forward by Émile Durkheim in his book ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life’ (1911).
But how does one define religion? There are problems in defining something that for most is undefinable and exists solely within academic thought. Jonathan Z. Smith illustrates this in his 1982 book ‘Imagining Religion’: “There is no data for religion. Religion is solely the creation of the scholar’s study. It is created for the scholar’s analytic purposes by his imaginative acts of comparison and generalization. Religion has no independent existence apart from the academy. For this reason, the student of religion, and most particular the historian of religion, must be relentlessly self-conscious. Indeed, this self-consciousness constitutes his primary expertise, his foremost object of study.” (Smith, 1982) .
Additionally, Willi Braun of the University of Alberta in Canada highlighted the difficulty of finding a definition of religion. This is because religion is not a real substance that can be quantified or constrained by definition; it is a concept (Braun, 2000). 
However, many have attempted to define what constitutes a religion such as Mircea Eliade. Eliade defined religion as the manifestation of the sacred (“hierophany”) in an occasion, place, or object and the patterns and beliefs that arise from that; as opposed to the profane which has no special qualities. However, this definition relies on the notion of ‘sacred’ being apart from the ‘profane’. This is highlighted by Grant Bulltail, an Apsáalooke (Crow) elder during an interview at the important site of Heart Mountain in 2003: “I don't want to call it a sacred site because your idea of something sacred and my idea of something sacred are a little bit different.” (Keller, 2014)
A definition that avoids this problem of definitions not being widely applicable is Ninian Smart’s seven dimensions of religion. Smart avoids defining religion but instead labels religion as an activity that follows seven elements that are found in almost all religions. These are Doctrinal, mythological, Ethical, Ritual, Experiental, social, and (added in 1989 in his book ‘The World's Religions’) Material. (Smart, 1968).
Religion is an activity that that is observed by more than one person with variations of Smart’s seven dimensions. 
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