How far are we justified in treating ‘religion’ as a valid area of academic study?
The general academic assumption that was shaped in the West following the European Enlightment was that there was an enduring thing called ‘religion’ which was universal to all human cultures past and present (Olsen 2006). In recent years, this assumption has come under intense criticism (Fitzgerald 2000). 

The main criticisms of this category question where the idea of the religious and the non religious originated. That is, how it has been possible to decide what counts as religious and what does not (Fitzgerald 2000). The methodology which has come under the most intense scrutiny, is that of the classical phenomenologists, and their attempt to classify and collect religious data for the purpose of study (Cox 2006). These scholars have been accused of creating a ‘religion’ of their own making, which does not exist outside of their academic field (Olsen 2006). At its worst this is viewed as part of a Western ideology which has imposed itself via European colonialism onto non Western countries (Fitzgerald 2000). And at its best, it leaves scholars stuck in a hermeneutic loop (Vasquez 2011).

Phenomenological approaches to the study of religion are the approaches which attempt to see ‘religion’ as something which can be studied in and by itself. Phenomenology treats ‘religion’ as a sui generis category, rather than for example, as a function of society, or as an aspect of culture (Cox 2006).

Comparative approaches to the study of religion have been criticised for their tendency to highlight similarities at the expense of differences. They have also been criticised for their pursuit of essences and universalisms regarding human behaviours and symbolism (Olson 2006).

Protestant Christianity was the initial comparative framework employed. It was  assumed that as The West had the term Christianity, then other cultures would also name the ‘religion’ that they practised. The terms ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Buddhism’ are Western terms, later adopted by the East (Olsen 2006). This influence of Protestant Christianity led to emphasis on belief preceding practise, a sacred text, a founder, and a religious hierarchy (Vasquez 2011).

The assumed universalism has led some religious studies scholars in more recent years to conclude that ‘religion’ does not consistently identify any unique aspects of human life. Instead, the universal idea of ‘religion’ has come to represent an aspect of Western ideology (Fitzgerald 2000).

The ‘family resemblance’ approach to classifying religion has also been criticised for its vagueness and attempt at shifting the burden of proof (Fitzgerald 2000). Also, there is no definition of ‘family’ which is accepted as universal or static.

There is something about the starting point ‘religion’ which opens up several different lines of enquiry. It also leads to questions about the nature of knowledge itself. Religious studies has been crossing departmental boundaries for decades with its polymethodic approach to the subject of ‘religion’. Religious studies asks not just what something is, but also what it does and in what context does it do it (Vasquez 2011).

It is through trying to approach the study of religion in the ways that is has been, that has led to the insights that we now have. The question is, what to keep and what to move away from. Remembering that even poorly conducted research can teach us lessons.

The classical phenomenological approaches to studying religion attempted to mimic science by identifying religious data for the purpose of collecting, categorising and interpreting (Erricker 2001). It’s worth noting, that within the natural sciences, there is a scientific method for the collecting and processing of data, but there isn’t a scientific method for the interpretation of results. Scientific research is assumed to be part of a self correcting evidence base. That is, it’s the body of tried and tested work which accumulatively provides the current accepted opinions. This means that poor research can still provide lessons, and what was once considered to be universally accepted by one generation, can be seen as out of date by the next. 

There is currently a replication crisis within the sciences, with psychology research being the most affected. Yet no one (so far), is suggesting that the discipline of psychology should be abandoned. The general consensus on the crisis is that research methods and transparency need to be improved across the sciences (Sarewitz 2016). The transparency aspect includes who is undertaking the research and why. Religious studies in this regard has an established practice of questioning not just what is being studied, but who is studying it and how this might affect not just the results (science has blinding protocols), but how this might affect the questions being asked in the first place (Vasquez 2011). All areas of academia impose categories on reality for the purpose of study.

[bookmark: _GoBack]We need to consider that the term ‘religion’ may have been stretched too far and the need to reassess its limits. Biomedical science reclassifies and redefines certain diseases as more valid research is produced. Diabetes classification is a really good example of this (Diabetes UK 2019). A more obvious example is that alcoholism is now categorized as a medical condition rather than as a moral problem.

‘Religion’ does seem to be a valid area of academic research, yet not in and by itself. It cannot be studied in isolation, set apart from its context. This doesn’t mean that it has to be a sub discipline, just that the researcher has to have a broad methodological background. This means also being able to recognise the limits of their methodologies (data collection and interpretation) and their abilities as a researcher (Segal 2000). 

The religious studies scholars who do not accept that ‘religion’ is a valid area of academic study, yet continue to write about it are still managing to undertake the study of the study of religions, and so validating it and their religious studies departments via a different route. Not to say that their work isn’t fascinating and needed, it just becomes part of the contemporary literature on the study of religions, rightly questioning religious studies literature which has become outdated

A researcher of ‘religion’ needs to ask themselves why they want to study ‘religion’. Is it because they enjoy a multidisciplinary approach, exploring the history of Western thought and the problems of knowledge, employing a variety of qualitative and quantitative research methods, the challenge of being told by interviewees that they are wrong in their approach, as even the biomedical sciences struggle with the translational gap (EMS 2019). If so then they need also to consider that the concepts by which we understand the world are the result of a specific history of thought, closely tied in with political power. This will mean that a certain amount of distortion in interpretation is unavoidable. The researcher needs to be aware of the distortion, try to reduce it (Fitgerald 2006), and not assume that we already possess all the tools needed in order to understand everything (Nagel 1986). 
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