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Assignment Four – Academic Essay
How far are we justified in treating ‘religion’ as a valid area of academic study?
Clearly throughout history religion has significantly influenced all aspects of human life, ranging from politics, economics, culture, society and the development of the modern world, to the day to day influence it has over individuals and the varied manifestations religions presents as it is lived.
What we now define as ‘religion’ has been used over time to explain natural phenomena or provide an explanation to the origin of the universe. However, as understandings have altered, new methodologies have developed which have resulted in religion now being treated as a definitive field of academic study. 
To justify an area of study necessitates the attribution of value to it, and clearly there is inherent value in studying religions both on a personal level and as a field of research to inform areas of human development. Throughout history there have been efforts to address the way in which religion is studied, to reap the most benefit from ongoing research. 
On a personal level, within Understanding Religion, Eric Sharpe discusses the emic perspective during studying religion, and how for an adherent, being appraised of alternative religions can provide value to the path they have chosen for themselves as well as giving them a unique understanding of the religion on a vernacular level (Sharpe, 1983, p.18). From an outside perspective, although it is much easier to view a religion objectively, the essence of the religion itself is something that at times cannot be communicated, particularly to those who do not hold any faith. How can someone express their love for a God to someone who has no concept of what that love may feel like? (Sharpe, 1983, p.18).
Widely considered the most acceptable method of study, the phenomenological approach was developed over time through a series of altered understandings and beliefs by various key thinkers in the field. This development shaped the academic field in the study of religions (Cox, p.2). It was Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) who first identified a need for a methodology that was unique to the study of religions. He believed that naturalism viewed the consciousness as another phenomena or object to be examined, whereas phenomenological analysis doesn’t question the existence of objects but enquiries into the consciousness (Cox, p.31). This can be compared to the phenomenology of religion whereby question is not asked as to why religious practices or ideals exist, it accepts that they do, and then looks at how they impact on adherents or the wider society. Phenomenological analysis is concerned with the method in which knowledge is gained, rather than the content of that knowledge, which would be a scientific concern (Cox, p.31).
During Edwardian times the notion of origins was very popular, and so attention was obviously given to the origins of the world and therefore, to religion. Being a primarily Christian culture, Western societies originally approached the study of religions ethnocentrically, naturally seeking to provide credence to their Christian beliefs and compare and contrast alternative religions to their own. It was the Edwardian scholar, Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) who first theorised within his book Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom that early primitive religions, such as the animist religions of indigenous tribes, were developed as a form of primitive science. He concluded that early philosophers questioned the difference between a living, animate body and a corpse, and developed the notion of souls and spirits, the belief in which he defined as religion. 

Whilst in order to understand, the natural cognitive process is to draw comparisons between new phenomena and existing knowledge, approaching the study of religions in an ethnocentric way leads to misunderstanding. Prior to colonialism, there was little need for Western European scholars to consider or study religions, beyond that of religious history or Christian theology. Christianity was a way of life and, asides from missionary efforts, by and large the prevalent concerns of scholars during the Edwardian period were not questions of faith, but questions of origins.
Scholars were interested in missionary accounts from alternative cultures, but these missionaries approached religions with conversion in mind, and therefore sought to ethnocentrically compare them in order to best replace similar indigenous ideals with that of Christian values (Meyer, 2003, p.45).
Within The Phenomenon of Christianity, Ninian Smart discusses his seven dimensional approach to the study of religions. Again, this is a phenomenological method as it does not question the existence of the religion itself but analyses the impact of elements of religiosity on both adherents, societies and ways of living. Smart’s model includes analysing the rituals and practices of a religion, the institutional dimension, material culture, philosophy and doctrine, narrative and mythic, ethical and legal and experimental and emotional. By taking into account all of these elements, it is easier to assess religions that differ vastly from a scholars previous paradigms and therefore promotes further objective analysis. 
Due to globalisation and increasing migration, modernity finds societies to be ever more plural. Rather than the historic continued Christian nation of Britain for example, there are increasing numbers of both immigrants and natives who subscribe to alternative religions, faiths, practices or lifestyles. This increase has resulted in the need for areas of secularisation within societies, such as in areas of economics, politics or law. Knowledge of these alternative religions provides enormous values to those looking to promote equality and diversity.
Science takes us to a precipice of the point of contemporary understanding, whereas religion allows belief to surpass this point, regardless of Cartesian proof. There have been times where science has at points later on ‘caught up’ with religion, such as in the case of animist understandings of ecology which have now been adapted into environmentalism. This alone demonstrates that human advancement cannot just rely on Cartesian knowledge, but must also include some leaps of faith. Religious theory provides areas of academic interest to focus research.
The value in studying religions as a discipline in their own right is also prevalent in how understandings of indigenous people and tribes have changed throughout history. Initially, as already mentioned, Tylor viewed animism as a belief in souls and spirits. Now it is known, further to research by scholars such as Irving Hallowell and Graham Harvey, that in fact the animist worldview is much more complex and is a relational ontology. Within The Ojibwa of Berens River Hallowell also identified misunderstandings due to language barriers and different understandings of terminologies (Hallowell, 1992). This shows the importance of approaching religions from a phenomenological perspective.

Overall it is therefore clear to see on summary of the evidence provided that there is definitive value in studying religion as it’s own valid area of academic enquiry, and that, rather than reverting back to a focus seeking Cartesian knowledge, there is in fact great value in studying the possibilities that religion presents. 
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