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The academic study of religion developed as a stand-alone subject from the 1950s onwards[footnoteRef:1]. The discipline is young compared to others, such as theology or philosophy. This essay considers religion: firstly discussing the term’s meaning and how it is distinguished from other academic areas; and then considering the study of religion’s academic content. The essay concludes that characteristic of religion is engagement with transcendent experiences not just in one religion but globally. The study of religion is a valid, but relatively new, academic field which needs to develop further its own identity.   [1:  McCutcheon, R., The Discipline of Religion: Structure, Meaning Rhetoric (London and New York: Routledge, 2006) pp. 54-75.
D. Wiebe, ‘Religious Studies’ in The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion (Second Edition), ed. by J. Hinnells (London: Routledge, 2010) p. 131.] 

The term ‘academic study’ is used to primarily refer to Higher Education, which provides academic leadership for other areas of learning. 
‘Religion’
This term is notoriously difficult to define[footnoteRef:2]. Fitzgerald asserts that the concept of religion is ‘a disguised form of liberal ecumenical theology’[footnoteRef:3] arising from Western (primarily Christian) hegemony. He describes religion as a myth[footnoteRef:4] which social scientific theories try to justify. Fitzgerald proposes that religion as a subject be abandoned, in favour of cultural studies, or anthropology[footnoteRef:5]. Fitzgerald, however, acknowledges that anthropology is criticised, for instance for lacking objectivity in its observations, and ‘culture’ as a concept may fail to adequately identify customs and behaviours that bind people together[footnoteRef:6].  [2: J. Hinnells, ‘Why Study Religions?’ in The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion (Second Edition), ed. by J. Hinnells (London: Routledge, 2010) p. 6.
W. Arnal, ‘Definition’ in Guide to the Study of Religion, ed. by W. Braun and R. McCutcheon (London and New York, Continuum, 2000), p. 30.]  [3:  Fitzgerald, T., The Ideology of Religious Studies (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) p. 6.]  [4:  Fitzgerald, p. 6.]  [5:  Fitzgerald, p. 221.]  [6:  Fitzgerald, p. 236.] 

Religion might be understood by focusing on the so-called major World religions, such as Hinduism, Islam and Christianity. However, the notion of major religions is an arbitrary classification. Westerners, for example, introduced the term ‘Hinduism’ to describe religious practises in India, where indigenous people had never used the term[footnoteRef:7].   [7:  C. Olson, ‘Contested Categories and Issues in Interpretation’ in Religions of South Asia. An Introduction, ed. by S. Mittal and G. Thursby (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 268.] 

So-called attributes of religion (such as key writings, worldviews) may be listed[footnoteRef:8]. ‘Lists’ may differ in content, but need to demonstrate that which makes religion unique. Many attributes, such as worldviews, are also found in political ideologies, such as communism, and therefore lists of attributes may not explain religion distinctively.  [8:  G. Chryssides, ‘The tools of the trade’ in The Study of Religion An Introduction to Key Ideas and Methods, ed by G. Chryssides and R Geaves (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2007), p. 36.] 

Religion may be viewed as a product of Western modernity, arising from a split between the secularised state and individualistic approaches to religious belief[footnoteRef:9]. However, secularisation cannot account for religion in pre-colonial societies in which there had been no distinction between religion and non-religion (the ‘secular’)[footnoteRef:10]. Indeed, attempts to draw a rigid distinction between religion and ‘seculardom’ (so-called ‘parallelism’) are intellectually ‘tenuous’[footnoteRef:11] as the so-called secular and religious aspects of life inter-twine. [9:  Arnal, p. 31.]  [10:  Fitzgerald, p. 8.]  [11:  R. Segal, ‘Categorising Religion’ in Perspective on Method and theory in the Study of Religion, ed. by A. Geertz and R. McCutcheon (Leiden, Boston, Koln: Brill, 2000) p. 193.] 

The preceding discussion, whilst not adequately explaining religion, demonstrates some of the academic debates about it. These debates focus not on the divine, which theologians study. ‘Scholars of religion study groups of historically embedded people who talk about gods, scriptures, origins, etc’[footnoteRef:12], and for whom religion’s distinguishing characteristic is its engagement with transcendent experiences (experiences from beyond our material world)[footnoteRef:13]. Transcendent experiences for example might include paranormal and ‘out of body’ experiences[footnoteRef:14], the visions (‘divine revelations’) of Julian of Norwich (1342-1416 C.E.)[footnoteRef:15], or communication with ancestor spirits found in indigenous African religions[footnoteRef:16]. The subject of religion is concerned with these widespread transcendent experiences not just in one religion but globally, and so forms a distinctive academic field worthy of study. [12:  McCutcheon, p. 149.]  [13:  Chryssides, p. 36.]  [14:  F. Bowie, ‘How to Study Religious Experience: Historical and Methodological Reflections on the Study of the Paranormal’ in The Study of Religious Experience Approaches and Methodologies, ed. by B. Schmidt (Sheffield and Bristol CT, Equinox Publishing, 2016) p. 14.]  [15:  Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love (Penguin Books, London, 1998).]  [16:  A. Shorter, ‘African Religions’ in Handbook of Living Religions (Second Edition) ed. by J. Hinnells (Penguin Books, London, 1998) pp. 569-571.] 


Academic Content
For the study of religion to be a valid academic area of study, the subject area needs content, which is now considered with reference to: theories; methods; and academic integrity.
Theory base
Delineating the study of religion is problematic. Simply listing topics produces an ever expanding field of study[footnoteRef:17]. Theory is needed to delineate and analyse it.  [17:  McCutcheon, p. 90.] 

The study of religion draws on social scientific approaches such as psychology, anthropology and philosophy[footnoteRef:18]. Unlike these separate disciplines, the study of religion may more easily cross disciplinary boundaries to consider a wide variety of theories.  [18:  Hood, R., Handbook of Religious Experience (Religious Education Press, Birmingham Alabama, 1995), Parts II to VI.] 

Use of theory may prompt discoveries, so that ‘latent’ (hidden) as well as ‘manifest’ (overt) aspects of religion are considered[footnoteRef:19]. For example, a group of people may manifestly be praying. The latent meaning behind their prayers may become clearer when a theory is tested with data from the observations.  [19:  Segal, p. 190.] 

However, social scientific methods risk taking ownership of religious beliefs from the believer[footnoteRef:20], and reducing the sacred to reason. If theories seek human universals without metaphysical hypotheses, they may negate the transcendent experiences that lie at the heart of religion. Paranormal experiences, for example, by definition lie outside scientific explanation and so may not be readily understood through dominant social scientific models[footnoteRef:21].  [20:  G. Chryssides and Geaves, R., ‘Methodology in religious studies’ in The Study of Religion An Introduction to Key Ideas and Methods, ed by G. Chryssides and R Greaves (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2007), p. 63.]  [21:  Bowie, p. 20.] 

The study of religion needs to be informed by theories, but needs to recognise their limits.
Methodology
The study of religion is reliant on religious practice[footnoteRef:22] as its evidence base, and so needs methodologies which can gather the evidence.   [22: Cox J., A guide to the Phenomenology of Religion: Key Figures, Formative Influences and Subsequent Debates (London: Continuum, 2006) pp. 216-217.] 

Several methodologies are used including observation of religious practice. The discipline has recognised the so-called ‘insider/outsider problem’ which arises since an observer interprets events partly through the lens of their own beliefs. For example, Western scholars (‘outsiders’) may lack the insights to understand meaningfully South Asian religions which for Westerners are foreign. However, those practising the religion (‘insiders’) may be too close to be objective[footnoteRef:23]. One possible solution might be for ‘outsider’ and ‘insider’ perspectives to be understood as complementing each other. [23: Olson, p. 270.] 

Interpretation of religions using religious texts is another methodology but can be influenced by scholars’ individual editorial responses. Possible academic techniques to assist interpretation include comparison of texts between religions, although this technique has on occasion over-emphasised similarities rather than respecting differences[footnoteRef:24].   [24:  Olson, p. 273.] 

Another methodological approach is provided by phenomenology, which studies the structures of consciousness. Husserl (1859-1938) proposed that religious (and other) phenomena should be understood in ‘Lebenswelt’, the pre-reflective world[footnoteRef:25] untainted by human interpretation. To achieve this, he proposed methodologies that he called ‘epoche’ (suspending prejudices and bias) and ‘eidetic reduction’[footnoteRef:26] (ascertaining the true essence of a mental object). The phenomenological approach to religion has been criticised, for instance for ignoring the religious connotation of a phenomenon by focusing on the fact of its occurrence[footnoteRef:27].  Nonetheless, the phenomenology of religion remains a ‘central method in the study of religions’[footnoteRef:28].   [25:  Capps, W., Religious Studies The Making of a Discipline (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), p. 113.]  [26:  Cox, p. 20.]  [27:  Flood, G., Beyond Phenomenology Rethinking the Study of Religion (London and New York, Cassell, 1999) p. 102.]  [28:  Cox, p. 243.] 

Whilst the study of religion continues to develop its methodologies, the existing methodologies may offer purposeful research results, which contribute to religious studies as an academic subject. 
Academic integrity
Religious belief and the study of religion need to be separate, otherwise academic analysis can be subverted by religious belief.
Personal belief can motivate scholars, but also prejudice their studies. For example, Said’s (1935-2003) reinvention of the term ‘Orientalism’ offers a harsh critique of Western interpretations of Asian religions. However, Said writing from an Asian perspective may be equally prejudicial in his post-colonial analysis of Western culture[footnoteRef:29]. [29:  Olson, p. 285.] 

The study of religion is vulnerable to pressure from more established institutions and disciplines. For example, established university divinity courses responded to the newly developing discipline by offering rival religious studies courses which presented the subject on the churches’ own terms[footnoteRef:30].     [30:  McCutcheon, p51.] 

For the academic study of religion to remain valid, it needs to continue developing its own identity and keep separate control of the discipline from the religions that it studies. 
Conclusion
The term ‘religion’ has several interpretations, but its most distinctive characteristic is its engagement with transcendent experiences not just in one religion but globally. The study of religion has significant academic content, including a developing theory base and methodologies. As such, religion is a valid area for academic study. However, the study of religion needs to continue to develop its own identity, and so be best placed to maintain its integrity when faced with institutional and faith-based challenges from others. 



Abbreviations
C.E. – Common Era.
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