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How far are we justified in treating ‘religion’ as a valid area of academic study? 


How far are we justified in treating ‘religion’ as a valid area of academic study or is it better to simply reframe the question and ask why religion should not be treated as a valid area of inquiry? Firstly, in anthropology, which faces similar scrutiny is it acceptable or even politically correct to criticise or analyse religion. By contrast, for many believers, it is a sacred subject, above and beyond the understanding of humanity. Secondly, what right has an outsider to interfere with another’s beliefs? Clearly, there are some clear objections to treating religion as a valid area of academic study. 

According to John Hinnells in Why Study Religions (2005), an insider or believer might wish to study religion because they simply wish to know more about it or wish to view their own religion in the context of others? It might also be part and parcel of their own spiritual journey (2005, p5). However, from an outsider’s perspective, we might ask what relevance is there for such a study, especially if one is an atheist? Hinnells argues that despite being an atheist, religions ‘are dangerous because more people have been tortured and killed for religious reasons than for any other motive’ (2005, p5) and this is why it is relevant to study it. However, on a personal level, he accepts that religion offers help, support and joy to many believers, but also feelings of guilt and shame by not being able to live up to the ideals of their religion. Hence, reason enough to study them in so far as one one does not need to agree with something in order to study it. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]I intend to argue that it is acceptable to study religion academically, as it should not be beyond scrutiny. Increasingly, the educational departments of sociology, psychology, history and philosophy have taken an interest in religion. Indeed, if we are to make sense of another’s beliefs, then religion must be continuously studied, reported upon and debated. Hinnells (2005, p8-9), wonders whether it is possible to understand any culture and social or political history without also understanding the relevant religions? I agree with him, even taking into account the contested debate of whether religion is culture or the view that culture is something that includes religion. Then there is the argument whether religion is political or not. Why is religion, especially the more conservative, fundamentalist kind becoming more prominent? Why is there an increase in New Religious Movements (NRMs)? Academic study can help shed light on some or all of these questions. It can reveal a different perspective and help address the big questions which many want to query; such as who am I, where do I come from and where am I going? 

Robert Segal (2006) addresses the political aspects of religion by using a metaphor in All Generalizations Are Bad: Postmodernism on Theories, and likens the scholar to a doctor making a diagnosis:

It is not that religion is an illness but that the scholar is like the doctor and the religious adherent like the patient. Just as the patient has the disease but defers to the doctor's diagnosis, so the adherent has religion but defers, or should defer, to the scholar's analysis. The scholar, not the believer, is the expert. 				
(Segal, 2006 p158)

Segal elaborates on this and suggests another metaphor in terms of the scholar’s medicine kit containing theories, which is what the believer lacks.  Segal goes onto say that the scholar and the believer are “conversation partners”, and as such, are both equals, but then states that in ‘religious studies, as in medicine, the doctor knows best’ (2006, p158). The diagnosis rests with the doctor who is trained to solicit information from the patient and identify their ailment. Deferring to the patient only confuses matters. For example, Jonathon Z. Smith argues that ‘religion’ is a term created by scholars for intellectual purposes and cannot be defined by anyone other than a scholar (Segal, 2006, p161). 

One wonders, therefore, what is to prevent the patient from self-diagnosing, especially if the relationship is one of doctor to doctor? What is striking, is that there are numerous doctors of medicine and each will examine a patient from their particular point of view. Hence a doctor in psychology may identify a different diagnosis to a psychiatrist or psychotherapist; and is this not the problem? Each discipline will conjure up their own perception of a diagnosis and this will only add to the confusion. Perhaps the subject needs to be examined in its own right and not as an adjunct to another field of discipline? What Segal does say is the following:

If one set of objections to social scientific theorizing is that the social sciences do not qualify as scientific, another set of objections is that the human world, including religion, defies scientific study. 

(Segal, 2006 p167)

Social constructionist Timothy Fitzgerald (2000), suggests in The Ideology of Religious Studies (2000), that the concept of religion itself should be abandoned and maintains that the comparative study of religion is none other than a form of ‘liberal ecumenical theology’ (2000, p5). According to Fitzgerald, by studying religion, we are pretending it is a science, and he suggests instead that religious studies can be re-represented under anthropology and cultural and literary studies. Fitzgerald argues that to study religion as a separate academic discipline makes no logical sense, other than for theologians. He acknowledges that ‘religion’ is a universal phenomenon loosely used by historians and social scientists, and as if it were a genuine cross-cultural category, but maintains that such a distinction is at best unhelpful and at worst ‘positively misleading’, since it is a distortion of the facts. He proposes treating the word ‘religion’, along with its opposite, ‘the secular’, as the subject of historical and sociological inquiry. Finally, he proposes that ‘religion’ be studied as an aspect of modern western ideology, with a specific location in history or indeed getting rid of the concept of religion altogether (2000, p128).

Russell T. McCutcheon takes the criticism of the academic study of religion one step further, by suggesting in The Discipline of Religion (2003) that the invention of religion as a discipline blurs the distinction between claims of religious belief and academic discourse in its assertion of the relevance of faith as a credible object of study. Inspired by the work of Michel Foucault, McCutcheon wants to show us how an understanding of where the discipline comes from, helps shape where it is heading, thus reformulating the discipline for a post-phenomenological age (2003, p1-12). According to Lars Albinus in his review of The Discipline of Religion (2006), McCutcheon’s goal to consider religion in a different light, reduces questions of truth to questions of power and becomes a ‘politically charged object of investigation’ (2006, 524-528). 

In conclusion, I witness the difficulties surrounding the study of religion as a separate justifiable academic discipline, whilst acknowledging the observations and criticisms of scholars such as Fitzgerald, Segal and Hinnells. The study of religions is key to understanding other cultures and religions are central to social and political history. According to Hinnells (2005), ‘it is essential to know the values, ideals and priorities of those from another culture or religion’ (2005, p19). 

One possible way forward is McCutcheon’s attempt to reformulate religion, drawing on the theories of Foucault. However, my concern, is that by treating it as a separate academic discipline, it will in the end, destroy what religion symbolises to the lay person and society, which would therefore make it (arguably) a subject beyond academic scrutiny. On the other hand, if we do not engage in the academic and possible objective scrutiny of religion, we face criticism from those who wish to challenge the notion that religion cannot be analytically criticised. Therefore, as long as the subject is part of the university syllabus, I think it is only fair to treat it like any other academic discipline and as a result, it has to stand up to continuous scrutiny.
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