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Literature Review
How has the term ‘religion’ traditionally been defined within the academic discipline of Religious Studies?

Religious studies is a relatively modern discipline. Within the Western English speaking world it dates from circa the 1960s. Prior to this, religion was studied within the contexts of Christian theology, Jewish studies, anthropology, history, sociology and philosophy. Religious studies developed out of an uneven blend of all of these subjects, with Theology and Jewish studies exerting the least influence (Smart 2001). This is because the focus of religious studies is on the behaviour of the adherents, rather than on the behaviour of the supernatural towards the adherents. Its concern has always been with observing the observable. The phenomenology of religion developed in an attempt to standardise a religious studies methodology, by identifying data which could be observed, described and interpreted. The 1973 survey Classical Approaches to the Study of Religion, Jacques Waardenberg describes how phenomenology attempted to study religion by using empirical and rational enquiry (Waardenberg 1973). 

Religious studies has maintained its multidisciplinary and polymethodic approach to studying ‘religion’. Significantly, this has involved attempts to categorise what counts as religion, and what does not. Unless a scholar knows what to include, and what to exclude as religious, they will not know where to start and end their academic investigation. This means that the majority of academic religious studies works include definitions, methodologies, and modes/dimensions of what counts as ‘religion’ in an attempt to form agreement about the subject matter. Different academic approaches will emphasise different aspects of what is considered to be religious. These attempts to clarify terms and minimise equivocation have been numerous and continuous. I will shortly, attempt to outline some of the dominant definitions.

Attempting to define ‘religion’ has means walking a fine line. If the definition is too narrow, such as ones which insist on the worship of a God or gods, then, for example, types of Buddhism will be omitted. If the definition is too broad, such as ones which focus primarily on collective activity (Sharpe 1983), or on an entirely private personal inclination (Sharpe 1983), then secular institutions such as Marxism will be included as religious, and so could any individual who forms their own belief system.

Mircea Eliade was a historian and a phenomenologist of religion. In his 1959 book The Sacred and the Profane he emphasises that what makes a man religious, is that he attempts to remain living in a sacred world (Eliade 1959). 

In order to prevent an over emphasis on any one aspect of what is considered religion, scholars have attempted to devise dimensions or modes of religion, which can be thought of as a kind of family resemblance, rather than as a single, clearly defined category.

Frederich Streng, a professor of comparative philosophy, devised a tripartite classification in his book Understanding Religious Life which consisted of:  the personal, the cultural and the ultimate (Streng 1976). The phenomenologist Eric J Sharpe developed four modes by which to classify religion. These were: the existential, the intellectual, the institutional and the ethical, in his book Understanding Religion (Sharpe 1983). Five dimensions were suggested by the sociologists Rodney Stark and Charles Glock. These are: the experiential, the ideological, the ritualistic, the intellectual and the consequential (Glock et al 1973). The philosopher phenomenologist Ninian Smart developed six, followed by seven dimensions of religion. These are: mythical/narrative, ritual/practical, social/institutional, ethical/legal, doctrinal/philosophical and experiential/emotional. Smart later added his seventh dimension: the material.

These modes and dimensions of religion do offer a varied familial scope as to what might be meant by the term ‘religion’, yet they seem disconnect aspects of a culture from their context and place them in a new category called ‘religion’. A common criticism of Smart’s dimensions in particular, is that there is not a dimension for the supernatural. For example, Smart has applied his dimensions to the non religious in Worldviews: Cross Cultural Explorations of Human Beliefs (Smart 1983) leads us question if the dimensions too limited to define religion, and have we just explained away religion as a function of society.

With the exception of anthropology, all of these modern approaches to religious studies to a greater or lesser extent have meant either treating religion as a separate, special aspect of human activity which can be studied, or reducing it to something else, such as a projection of society (Vasquez 2011).

Contemporary theories regarding of defining and studying religion have been suggested by the historian of religion Bruce Lincoln, and the sociologist of religion Manuel A. Vasquez. Lincoln writes in his Theses on Method:
 “To practice history of religions in a fashion consistent with the discipline’s claim of title is to insist on discussing the temporal, contextual, situated, interested, human, and material dimensions of those discourses, practices, and institutions that characteristically represent themselves as eternal, transcendent, spiritual, and divine” (Lincoln 1996).

Vasquez echoes this sentiment in his book More Than Belief: A materialist theory of religion (2011). He attempts to retrospectively re-materialise religious studies via examining the origins of the hermeneutic cycles which he considers todays religious scholars to be confined within. In regards to phenomenology, Vasquez wishes to reform it, rather than discard it entirely. A recurrent theme throughout his book is discussing what he considers to be the problematic interpretation of Cartesian dualism by the phenomenologists when applied to religious studies, and how this has resulted in a disconnection with the body, time, and place.

Vasquez and Lincoln suggest that scholars should take seriously what people are describing, and that religion should be approached as a living thing whilst avoiding overarching theories. Lincoln appears to have less of an issue with reductionism than Vasquez, yet Vasquez simply wants to avoid explaining one social construct with another (Lincoln 1996, Vasquez 2011).

The attempts to define ‘religion’ that have been discussed here are not exhaustive and they do not represent a unified methodology from any one discipline. These have been some of the dominant theories since the field of religious studies emerged seventy years ago. Scholars of religion had to start somewhere, and the attempts to define ‘religion’ as something which contains specific characteristics for the purpose of study has come under intense scrutiny in recent years. We now realise that trying to define ‘religion’ in this way was problematic. The debate continues, with scholars such as Vasquez suggesting that religion be viewed within its social, ecological, spatial, practical, migratory and historical contexts (Vasquez 2011). Yet, Vasquez has yet to try his theory in practise. I think Vasquez has an excellent point in that any study needs to be discussed in a local context, and this would be in conflict with any attempt at a universal definition of religion.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Once religious studies moved on from primarily concerning itself with studying the accepted practices and doctrines and began conducting interviews with the lay people rather than the established hierarchy, it opened itself up to all the contradictions and inconsistencies that human life has to offer. 
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