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How far are we justified in treating “religion” as a valid area of academic study?
“We only have to glance at religious history to see the enormous vitality and significance of religious experience in the formulation and development of religious traditions. Consider the visions of the Prophet Muhammad, the conversion of Paul, the enlightenment of the Buddha. These were seminal events in human history.” Ninian Smart in “The World’s Religions: Old Traditions and Modern Transformations” (1989).
In the 1950s, Ninian Smart established Britain’s first Religious Studies department. The above account points to both why religion continues to be a valid area of academic study, and why the subject of religion has become part of an inter-disciplinary field of university and wider research. It also invokes a patriarchal worldview which has been increasingly challenged by scholars of religion and gender. Allied to such work are questions related to the locus of religion within the Academy, and how it should be treated within the formal and wider public education contexts, including Massive Open Online Courses or moocs.
[bookmark: _Hlk514067946][bookmark: _Hlk514068194][bookmark: _Hlk514068138]Within British schools, religious studies departments have recently focussed on several religions using “a broadly phenomenological approach heavily influenced” by Smart, according to Chryssides and Greaves in “The Study of Religion: An Introduction to Key Ideas and Methods” (2007). The same authors cite Smart’s “polymethodic” approach, on which they offer some critical reflections, as challenging the student to be a “specialist and a generalist simultaneously.” Smart himself began as a philosopher of religion, and it is, therefore, noteworthy that the latest WJEC/Eduqas curriculum for religious studies AS/A Level highlights philosophy and ethics – religious and non-religious – alongside the study of religions (See Gray and Lawson, 2016). James L Cox’s “A Guide to the Phenomenology of Religion” (2006) also emphasises the philosophical beginnings of the phenomenological approach to the study of religion, as well as Ninian Smart’s mission to “broaden people’s knowledge and understanding of the multi-religious and multi-cultural world”.
Smart was particularly interested in “the relation between more or less overtly religious systems and those which are commonly called secular: ideologies or worldviews such as scientific humanism, Marxism, Existentialism, nationalism, and so on” (1989). Indeed, for Chryssides and Greaves, the weakness of his own worldview is the conflation of religion and ideology. Yet the contemporary global emergence of political Islam, as well as the growing association of Russian Orthodox Christianity with Eurasianism (Kovaleva, 2017) in the post-Soviet space, suggests that Smart’s typology remains a valid one. Religions are now widely construed as inherently conflicted and the current Futurelearn “Religion and Conflict” social science-based mooc led by the University of Groningen is an academic response to this.
[bookmark: _Hlk514661005][bookmark: _Hlk514071423]Nevertheless, the positioning of religion as an ideology or worldview raises questions about the subject’s academic locus.  Writing on “Religion and Culture” in “The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion” (2005), Mark Hulsether proposes that “there is a major benefit in approaching religious studies as the study of religious cultures.” He makes this proposal from the inter-disciplinary perspective of modern Cultural Studies, whose central pre-occupations are associated with narratives and discourses around power and identity. Again, as religion has become increasingly linked to identity politics in contemporary societies – for instance in issues surrounding wearing of the hijab or headscarf by Muslim women in Western countries - Hulsether’s proposed re-positioning of religion has some validity. It also points to Timothy Fitzgerald’s earlier work on “The Ideology of Religious Studies” (1999) which offers a cleverly argued, if ultimately somewhat inconclusive, “critique of the central analytical concept of religious studies as an academic discipline”. For this author, it is “the modern concept of religion, as part of western ideology” that needs to be fully deconstructed and rehabilitated within the framework of cultural anthropology.
[bookmark: _Hlk514071940]The conclusion of Cox’s historical account of the development of phenomenological approaches to the study of religion offers not deconstruction, because the writer strongly advocates the formal continuation of religious studies, which he positions between theology and the social sciences. Instead, he recommends that the operation of power embedded in its methodological structures requires continuous scrutiny. He thus agrees with Gavin Flood in “Beyond Phenomenology: Rethinking the Study of Religion” (1999) that “dialogism” - first described by the Soviet Russian philosopher of language and literature Mikhail Bakhtin - “provides a coherent and forward-looking research programme in religious studies”.
[bookmark: _Hlk514749028][bookmark: _Hlk514661259]Bakhtin has become a leading figure in cultural studies, but the translocation of his ideas to religion by Flood has recently been reappraised (Bagshaw, 2013). Edward Said, another thought leader within this post-modernist constellation, might concur that it sometimes lacks “the gravity of history” (Hulsether, 2005). There is a certain irony here, given that “context, context, context” is a mantra of cultural theorists. However, what Bakhtin and Said both highlight is the power of language and cultural process. The latter is regarded as the father of postcolonial studies and his critique of “orientalism” has been applied in a range of contexts, including the study of religion (RLP/HDS). This has led to the term being used more contextually by the Academy to the extent that it has perhaps now undergone some cultural rehabilitation. By way of example, a current EdX mooc led by the Université Catholique de Louvain is entitled “Oriental Beliefs: Between Reason and Tradition”. 
This mooc - arguably structured as a Bakhtinian “polyphony” - could be described as an exemplar of the contemporary study of religion in the tradition of Ninian Smart, which also showcases women’s scholarship (as do the other online courses referenced here).  The introduction emphasises the “interdisciplinarity” of the mooc’s approach to the subject and highlights the importance of cultural history and context, whilst pointing in addition to a key academic provenance of religious studies: philology. The latter is “commonly defined as the study of literary texts as well as oral and written records, the establishment of their authenticity and their original form, and the determination of their meaning” (Wikipedia). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The philologist Johannes den Heijer’s opening to “Oriental Beliefs” also focusses on a central – perhaps the central – feature of the study of religion: “… matters that are believed to have been revealed to humankind through a process that transcends human understanding, and subsequently transmitted from generation to generation….”. Like Smart, the mooc approaches this subject with a certain “agnosticism” (Chryssides and Greaves, 2007). Debates between “religionists” - to use Robert A Segal’s terminology (2005) - and secularists are eschewed whilst concepts associated with the former, including revelation, the holy and sacred are explored with reference to specific circumstances, particularly where these have been, to quote Smarts again, “seminal events in human history”. Whilst avoiding matters of religious belief here, the present writer believes that religion should continue to be treated within the Academy with a certain exceptionalism based upon its unique roles in culture and history. For instance, returning to the subject of philology, a “pocket canon” (1998) containing “The Book of Revelation” states that: “The Authorised King James Version of the Bible, translated between 1603-11, coincided with an extraordinary flowering of English literature. This version, more than any other, and perhaps more than any other work in history, has had an influence in shaping the language we speak and write today”. The modern interdisciplinary study of religion continues to enrich both the subject and extend its scope and public interest, for example in the context of prehistoric religious evolution (forthcoming Oxford University online course). Finally, with regard to academic positioning, Capps (1995) argues that religious studies sit between the humanities and social sciences.
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