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How Far are we Justified in Treating ‘Religion’ as a Valid Area of Academic Study? (1250)

[bookmark: _Hlk503452076]The study of religion helps scholars understand religious conduct.[footnoteRef:1] Recently universities have seen an increase in its popularity making it a contender against other disciplines.[footnoteRef:2] However lately it has been under scrutiny, implying religious studies is a hybrid subject constructed from various other disciplines. This research shall analyse both sides of the argument to identify whether religious studies is robust enough to standalone as a discipline. It shall conclude that religious studies is a distinct discipline which needs to continue and develop in order to contribute to our understanding of religion.      [1:  Chryssides 2017:7. ]  [2:  King 2002:366. ] 


Theology was the only subject available to those who wished to study religion.[footnoteRef:3] With the increase in archaeology and modern science, religion became a topic of discussion regarding how scholars should define and study it, which encouraged scientifically based disciplines such as sociology and anthropology to create their own theories of religion.[footnoteRef:4] These theories criticized theology which consequently created another branch of religion in the 1960s, identified under many titles including history of religion, science of religion and comparative studies.[footnoteRef:5] Since religion was viewed as a distinct human experience it was thought that it needed its own department and methods to conduct research.[footnoteRef:6] Scholars developed multidisciplinary approaches to the study of religion but it has produced the inescapable question whether this was advantageous.[footnoteRef:7]   [3:  Wiebe 1984:353-354. ]  [4:  Taylor 1998:6. Wiebe 1984:354. With the finding of religions beyond the West it raised questions of how scholars should study them (Taylor 1998:12). ]  [5:  Wiebe 1984:354. Roof 1999:522. Theology was moved aside by religious studies and the study of religion became essentially antitheological in nature (Taylor 1998:12-13).  Since religion and theology were separated, sometimes theologists feel as if they are unwelcome and undervalued within objective academies, as their aims are to aid students in the development and knowledge of their own religions (Neville 1993:185-186, 198). ]  [6:  Fitzgerald 2000:3. ]  [7:  Taylor 1998:12. ] 

Religion is not necessarily a discipline as it is an area of study which many different approaches are used.[footnoteRef:8]  Some scholars perceive it to be assembled from other ‘real’ subject areas.[footnoteRef:9] Others such as Neville has suggested that some of its adopted disciplines are not appropriately suited to religious studies.[footnoteRef:10] Those who conduct religious studies express work which would be produced in anthropology, psychology, sociology, theology, and many more.[footnoteRef:11] Therefore it has highlighted the problem of whether religious studies are more suitable to human or social sciences or cultural studies.[footnoteRef:12] Or whether it should be considered as a separate field of study.  [8:  Neville 1993:188. ]  [9:  Dougherty 1981:296. ]  [10:  Neville 1993:187.]  [11:  Fitzgerald 2000:4. Neville 1993:187, 196. Chryssides 2017:8. Chryssides and Geaves 2017:38, 43. Wiebe 1984:348. Schiemann 1978:130. Other disciplines include history, archaeology, geography, politics, art, philosophy, literature, iconography, comparative, social sciences and cultural studies (see Fitzgerald 2000:4. Neville 1993:187, 196. Chryssides 2017:8. Chryssides and Geaves 2017:38, 43. Wiebe 1984:348. Schiemann 1978:130). Some students find it difficult as there is not a complete book containing the ideas and scholars involved within the study of religion (Cox 2006:1). According to Taylor (1998:12) the majority of students favour social science approach to religious studies.]  [12:  King 2002:367. ] 


There are scholars who claim that religious studies is not a valid area of study since it has been constructed using other disciplines. Positivisms claim that religious studies is not a discipline as it uses multiple methodology, whilst Pluralists suggest that religious studies should only utilize one paradigm.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Wiebe 1984:355-356. ] 


Gill has suggested that religious studies have been manufactured in a western academic form which derives its theories by using those constructed within the social sciences.[footnoteRef:14] This creates problems for religious studies as they cannot separate themselves from the theories they have acquired from outside disciplines.[footnoteRef:15] Similarly Wiebe suggested that religious studies does not display its own theories and has nothing to give back to other disciplines.[footnoteRef:16] In order to function as an independent discipline it requires a paradigm and its own theories.[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  Gill 2003:22. ]  [15:  Gill 2003:22. Gill (2003:23) also claimed that religious studies have issues when they attempt to conduct comparatives of religions as they tend to identify similar traits whilst overlooking any dissimilarities.     ]  [16:  Wiebe 1984:348. ]  [17:  Wiebe 1984:349-350, 358. According to Wiebe (1984:362) if the study does not achieve this then the discipline will evidently meet its end. This is also supported by Griffiths (2006:74) who perceived the future of religious studies to be unpromising. But it is interesting that some scholars are changing their opinions to comply with these individuals. For example Martin and Wiebe D (2012:595) suggested that their ideas in the past were over enthusiastic perceiving religious studies would do well (For example see Wiebe 1983:305 for old positive ideas for religious studies). However now they suggest that like Gill and Wiebe the discipline lacks theory and science (Martin and Wiebe 2012:594). ] 


Fitzgerald argued that scholars of religious studies try to detach themselves from the theological aspect and favour more of a critical sociological or anthropological approach to religion using theory and methods acquired from history, anthropology and within cultural studies.[footnoteRef:18] They perceive religion objectively and should instead research religion as an ideology.[footnoteRef:19] In Fitzgerald’s opinion religious studies needs to be placed within cultural studies.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Fitzgerald 2000:8, 10. ]  [19:  Fitzgerald 2000:4. ]  [20:  Fitzgerald 2000:10.] 


These scholars clearly suggest that religious studies is not a valid area of study as through its multidisciplinary approach it has lost its identity by acquiring theories and methods from other disciplines. However other scholars believe that it is through its use of multidisciplinary methods which enable religious studies to be an important valid study and discipline.  
	
Some scholars have proposed that disciplines should not be bound by their own subject areas. Free Spirits suggest that disciplines are created with artificial boundaries.[footnoteRef:21] If disciplines are restricted then theories and ideas become unchanged and unevolved, without boundaries scholars are free to cross-examine information ignorant of boundaries.[footnoteRef:22] Restricting religious studies limits the tools available to the study.[footnoteRef:23] Therefore since religious studies touches many disciplines it would be a mistake to confine it.    [21:  Wiebe 1984:357. ]  [22:  Wiebe 1984:357. ]  [23:  Wiebe 1984:357. ] 

   
Taylor expressed there can be no sole approach which creates religious studies into a discipline as it requires taking advantage of many subject areas.[footnoteRef:24]According to Braun, religious studies is organized and through its multidisciplinary approach it is able to explore social and cultural elements of religion without being constrained to a discipline.[footnoteRef:25] This is probably why there is much confusion over identifying one discipline that religious studies fits into or derives its approaches from.[footnoteRef:26]  [24:  Taylor 1998:13. ]  [25:  Braun 2000:15. ]  [26:  For example Roof (1999:522) has suggested that religious studies has been greatly shaped by sociology. Whereas Cox (2006:243) believes phenomenology has been crucial to religious studies. Religious studies according to Wiebe (2003:39-41) is an objective encouraging knowledgeable scientific approach to understand the psychological connotations of believers including their emotion, actions and their expressions. Therefore in Wiebe’s opinion science and psychology has had an important impact on the discipline.   ] 

	
Other issues have arisen in the insider and outsider debate, considering whether religious studies as outsiders can comprehend insider knowledge.[footnoteRef:27] Some scholars such as Hinnells claim that being an outsider inhibits them from being able to comprehend the religion being studied.[footnoteRef:28] However other scholars claim that religious studies is a valid discipline as unlike theology its aim is objective. Neville identifies that religious studies should be viewed as an academic study as its range of borrowed and used disciplines allows scholars to identify symbols and actions which are overshadowed by presumptive theological conclusions.[footnoteRef:29] Also Chryssides and Geaves have suggested that through its multidisciplinary approach religious studies is able to take an outsider stance to objectively produce information beyond the scope of an insider.[footnoteRef:30]   [27:  Dougherty 1981:297-299. Sharpe 2005:42. ]  [28:  Hinnells 2005:15. Some scholars claim that insiders are important to religious studies. However as Herling (2007:5-6) suggested, students need not be religious themselves or come from a religious background in order to be able to study religion. In Herling’s (2007:6) opinion this makes religious studies important to all individuals as it helps scholars to understand other peoples as well as themselves.  ]  [29:  Neville 1993:196. According to Neville (1993:199) religious scholars should not be concerned but should be delighted in being able to welcome the diverse range of disciplines used within religious studies. ]  [30:  Chryssides and Geaves 2017:63-64. Hyman (2004:206) suggested that universities today are filled with scholars who are not necessarily theologians, but they are scholars who teach religion from an outsider perspective and are knowledgeable of the traditions they teach. Hyman (2004:197) has pointed out that theologists are trying to fight back against religious studies in the hope that religious studies shall dissipate and theology will return once more.   ] 


The most important point frequently raised by supporters of religious studies acknowledge that it is crucial for the study to remain free to pick and choose from other disciplines as this enables the study to grow. King has claimed that religious studies emerged through post-modernistic authors criticizing religions subjectivity.[footnoteRef:31] Through a flexible approach and embracing new postmodern ideas such as feminism, religious studies will continue to be important to society and academies.[footnoteRef:32] Similarly Capps suggested that religious studies is a new discipline unlike others which uses a range of subjects at its disposal.[footnoteRef:33] It has the ability to adapt and include new subject areas. By doing so it shall continue to evolve and create interest in scholars for years.[footnoteRef:34]  [31:  King 2002:370. ]  [32:  King 2002:384. According to King (2002:385) its practice will enable people to conduct meaningful lives which in turn will support and provide strength to the study of religion.  ]  [33:  Capps 1995:331-332. ]  [34:  Capps 1995:342, 348. Capp like King recognized the importance of feminist studies in the future of the study of religion (Capp 1995:342). Flood (1999:234) also recognized the importance of religious studies utilizing theories such as feminist, queer and post-colonial in order to help it continue to develop. ] 


There have also been scholars who have recognized religious studies and its important lack of single methodology. Dougherty suggested that although religious studies will never establish its own methodology this is positive, as religious studies should focus on research rather than criticizing itself.[footnoteRef:35] Instead it has the freedom to use methodology across all disciplines which is not found in other subjects.[footnoteRef:36] In Dougherty’s opinion this lack of own methodology should not affect religious studies as a discipline.[footnoteRef:37]    [35:  Dougherty 1981:309. ]  [36:  Dougherty 1981:309.]  [37:  Dougherty 1981:309.] 


Admittedly there are continued concerns surrounding religious studies with its multidisciplinary composition and its borrowed theories, methodology and identity. It is also at risk by scholars choosing theories which supports their own research.[footnoteRef:38]  However these seem to be trivial issues compared to the benefits religious studies can give. If religious studies dissolved, communication barriers between other disciplines would cease and research would be narrowly and ignorantly restricted within the confines of each discipline, resulting in stagnated ideas and theories.  Religious studies disregards the boundaries of disciplines to evaluate the feasibility of theories. This allows freedom of exchange in ideas, communications and information which allows theories to develop and to produce balanced arguments, unlike other disciplines which are unyielding. This act of being unconstrained allows the study to grow, enabling researchers to use various subjects at its disposal to create a valid objective viewpoint of religion.  [38:  Meilicke (2005:36) for example described her research as using different theories from many disciplines but in her opinion and in her research, she selects theories which are more suitable to her argument. ] 


In conclusion although religious studies has had its share of drawbacks, it should be treated as a justifiable valid area of study. Because of its multidisciplinary approach it is able to produce an objective perspective of religion.  Unlike other disciplines religious studies will continually adapt, develop and change over time giving the discipline the advantage and potential to further contribute to the study but also to our understanding of religion.  
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