CHAPTER ELEVEN

FROM THE LEXICAL TO THE POLYTHETIC:
A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DEFINITION OF RELIGION

Brian C. Wilson

Throughout my graduate education in Religious Studies, my in-
structors continually impressed upon me the impossibility of Qn::_:ﬁ

“religion.” Indeed, its :H_r::m_u__:Q was almost an article of method-
ologi dogma. When seminar conversations incvitably came
around to the question of definition, students were often politely re-
ferred to Max Weber’s Socielogy of Religion and his famously cautious
approach to the definitional problem. “To define ‘religion,” to say
what it is, is not possible at the start,” Weber argued: “Definition
can be attempted, if at all, only at the conclusion of the study™
hus it came as somewhat of shock when I later encountered those
in the field who just as vociferously argued the opposite, contending
that Weber’s definitional strategy made little sense either method-
ologically or pedagogically. As one scholar of religion put it, i

il in
principle we cannot determine what religion is, then we cannot de-
termine what it is not, and if this were the case there would be no
point in studying it.”? And further, if “religion” corresponds to no
definable ohject of study, how then can we justify an autonomous
field devoted to “religious” studies?

Such is the on-going definitional debate in the academic study of
religion. Regardless of where one stands in this debate, however, it is
QUSo:n that &n::_:w religion has been, and still is, one of the more
popular pursuits in the field—a fact attested to by an abundant liter-
ature on _the subject. During the last hundred years or 50, m:\n:.u it
not hundreds of proposals have been made, cach 1,::::m to solve
the definitional problem in a new and unique way. Needless to say,
1o one definition of religion has garnered a consensus, and the defi-
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nitional enterprise, as well as the debate over the very need for defi-
nitions, continues in full vigor.

I, myself, am in two minds about the definitional debate: I under-
stand the methodological attractiveness of working with an explicit
definition of religion, but I also understand the difficulties in formu-
lating one that is even marginally adequate. Nevertheless, I have
found that the study of the definitional enterprise in general is im-
mensely interesting, and I feel that regardless of where one stands in
the definitional debate, the historical development of definitions of
religion demands more systematic study than it has received hither-
to. Even a cursory review of the literature, for example, reveals that,
formally at least, the definition of religion has developed consider-
ably over the last hundred years. Such formal development did not
occur spontaneously, but was driven by those issues and ideologies
being argued over in the field at large. An awareness of the formal
development of definitions of religion thus provides an important
perspective on the historical development of the field as a whole
perspective which, pedagogically at least, could prove to be quite
valuable.

In ﬂ_zm n_rﬁ:ﬁ; therefore, what I wish to do i is to _uu.sin_c a g..:v 3

e >

‘ cﬁ am__m_wzi OUS::.&\ u:nx:m:m:,\n r_mSJ\ SD:E _Q._::,m
book- _..:ﬁr treatment, and what follows is perhaps elliptical in the
extreme. However, it is, I feel, a necessary prolegomena to such a
future study. Perhaps one of the reasons why the history of the defi-
nitional enterprise remains relatively neglected within the academic
study of religion is because the field has failed to develop any kind of
uniform formal categories for dealing with definitions of religion. In
the following pages, therefore, I present a brief historical overview
organized with an eye. Ss.m&v highlighting-and labeling formal de-
velopments in the definition of religion. 1 hope this overview will
serve not only as an introdiction to the range of definitional possi-
hilities for religion, but that it will also facilitate further attention to

the history of the definitional enterprise in general.

' For formal philesophical approaches to definition, see Richard Robinson,
Definition (Oxford: Oxford U y Press, 1954); Alex C. Michalos, Principles of
Logic (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1969), pp. 379-91; Irving M. Copi,
Introduction to Logic (L c_.:._Q: he Macmillan Company, 1971 s Pp- 89-120: Joanr
Augustinus Maria Snoek, ¢ fication and Definition H.HF:J in his fmtat
Methodological Approach to the Application of Classification and Definition Theory in the Study Q
Rituals (Pijnacker: Dutch Efficiency Bureau, 1987), pp. 25-56; :Ul.:
Robert Audi (ed.), The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy ( {Cambridge:
University Press, 1995), pp. 185-86.
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Lexical and Precising Definitions of Religion

Untl the early modern period, the evolution of the definition of the
word “religion” was largely an unconscious process, the result of a
spantancous social consensus. Philosophers call definitions that de-
velop in this way lexical definitions.® Lexical definitions tend to be
vague and elastic, partaking of the semantic slipperiness of everyday
speech. In terms of the word “religion,” for example, at any one
time and within any given population, it has had a range Q, mean-
ings, with old meanings often overlapping new meanings.” More-
over, lexical definitions of religion, as far as these can be inferred,
have tended to be constructed through denotation; that is, the class
“religion” was implicitly defined by simply pointing out members of
the class (e.g. religion is Judaism, Christianity, Islam, etc.).® Even
today, most scholars continue to work from just such lexical defini-
tions of religion.

Beginning with the Enlightenment, however, some scholars have
taken the effort to preface their studies with a consciously construct-
ed and reasoned definition of religion. Such definitions attempt to
make lexical definitions more precise—hence the name precising defi-
nitions.” Unlike lexical definitions, precising definitions represent a
conscious construction of a definition in order to create a communi-
ty of discourse. Typically, construction of precising definitions is ac-
complished through connotation, not denotation. In the case of reli-
gion, this means that the class “religion” is constructed by indicating
the characteristic or characteristics that each member must have to
beincluded in the class (c.g. Judaism, Christianity, Islam, etc. are re-
ligions because they share characteristics x, y, z, etc.). Precising defi-
nitions, therefore, are necessarily theoretical, based as they are on ¢i-

' For discussions of lexi definitions, see Robinson, Defimtion, pp. 35-58;
Michalos; Principles of Logic, pp. 382-8 opi, Introduction to b@a pp- 99-100.

’ For general overviews of the developing definition of religion from Antiquity
to the modern period, see W. Warde Fowler, “The Latin History of the Word
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a descriptive (analytic) or explanatory (synthetic) theory.”
Depending on the theoretical basis of the definition then, we can
speak of analytic and synthetic precising definitions.

Perhaps one of the earliest precising definitions of religion can be
credited to Edward, Lord Herbert of Cherbury (1583-1648).%
Distressed by Europe’s continuing religious strife and convinced of
God’s universal benevolence for humankind, Herbert argued that all
religions are true at some level. To prove this, Herbert maintained
that all religions could be boiled down to five universal characteris-
tics: (1} the belief that there is a Supreme Power external to the
world; (2) that this Power is to be worshipped; (3) that worship con-
sists not in outward ceremony, but in piety and holiness; (4) that sin
an be expiated; and (5

that there are rewards and punishments
after this life.' Of course, these five characteristics represent

Herbert’s attempt to create a new universal religious system and
their selection was driven by a priori assumptions about what consti-
tutes reli . Nevertheless, Herbert claimed that 1t was by close
" that the five “Common
Notions” of religion were discovered.!! Along with forming the core
of Deism, therefore, the five characteristics can also be seen as an
carly attempt at an analylic precising definition, that is, a definition
based on an analytic or descriptive theory of religion.

Lord Herbert of Cherbury had the confidence to frame an analyt-
ic precising definition of religion duc to the Enlightenment’s ideolo-
gy of universalism. It was not until the development of evolutionary
theory in the 19th century that the next major step in the formal de-
velopment of precising definitions of religion occurred. From Her-
bert’s time on, increasing ethnographic evidence from the non-west-
ern world made it clear that there were systems of belief
practice among the “primitive”

“dissection of, and inspection into religion

and

peoples of the world that did not fit
into a Deistic scheme or its equivalents. Logically, there were two
ways of dealing with this: either violate the spirit of Enlightenment
universalism and admit that there were cultures that lack religion.

or a discussion of analytic vs. synthetic definitions, see Michalos, Principles of
Logic, pp. 384-87. See Peter B. Clarke and Peter Byrne, Religion Defined and Explained
(New York: St Martin’s Press, 1993) for a clear discussion of the difference between
descriptive and explanatory theories.

' See Peter Byrne, “Religion and Religions” in Stewart R. Sutherland (ed.), The
Warld’s Refigions (London: Routledge, 1988), pp. 3-28, pp. 15-16.

"Lord Herbert of Cherbury, De Refigione Gentiliwm (1663), quoted in Eric |
Sharpe, Comparative Religion: A History (La Salle, IL: Open Gourt Press, 1986), p. 16

"' Herbert, De Religione Gentilium (1663 1 J. Samuel Preus, Lxplaining
vend ( New Haven: Yale University Press,

quoted

Religion: Criticism and Theory from Bodin to
9

1987), p. 2
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Or, “religion™ itself could be redefined with fewer characteristics,
diopping out those characteristics that “primitive” religions did not
seem to share with m.__.:.m,..::::%,.?:r:::.f Islam or the other “world
. the Judeo-Christian ethical code, beliel in post-
mortem punishment, etc.). Abandoning such characteristics, how-
ever, seemed to entail a debasement of the “world religions,” placing
them on a level with “primitive religion.” Evolutionary theory, how-
ever, solved this problem by positing the “world religions™ as more
highly evolved forms of “primitive religions,” thus acknowledging a
connection between them while simultaneously maintaining their as-
sumed hierarchical relationship.

Although perhaps not the first precising definition based on e
tionary theory, by far the best known is the classic minimal defini-
tion of the anthropologist E. B._ Tylor (1832-1917). According to
._._..:.._,,,_wc.,r._:7...;:.:4__:I_E._::;:,.:E..,.._,._,f.,_.:._:__._._:._.:.;

religions™ (e.

lu-

the available-ethnographic evidence to show that prior to the devel-
opment of the complex systems of beliefs and practices lexically
called religion, human beings had a notion of non-matenal entitics
or spirits, a notion that arose naturally through an interpretation of
that connected all
religious systems, since it was out of this rather undifferentiated no-

dreams. It was this concept of “spiritual being’

tion that the concept of deity arose. Indeed, according to _,1:_ il

one were to posit a unilinear evolution of religion from spirit wor-

.._Mt or “animism” 1:.::&7 _:._C_:T_: to monotheism, the one
1c stru

haracteristic that remained constant —at least at some bz

:_.._— T./A._ was a _Z.:A._ ,__u_ r_.._m_,:__ V_ _:.A___,,tu,y‘ _.a..__ ____,J reason 1 _vm.i—._.
10us
15

in spiritual beings could serve as a structural marker for all reh

systems regardless of where they were on the evolutionary scale.

.. B. Tylor, Primitwe Culture: Rescarches into the Development of Mythology, Phalosophy,
Rilgion, Language, Art, and Custom (London: John Murphy, 1903): Vol 1, p. 424

" According to Hans G. Kippenburg, Tylor’s model for the definition of religion
m “the comparative anatomy lounded by Charles Darwin a few y
earlier. Even before Tylor this model had been introduced into the study of soci-
eties, In this way, certain elements

the history of mankind, which retained an
identical structure despite increasing dillerentiation, were supposed

was based

ars

be identifi
ble. Just as the number of vertebrae always remains the same in more and less de-

fr.m:.ﬁ_ mammals, the belief in souls was held to be a constant in the L./L:_::_ ni
ol religion. In this sense the soul remains a constant element throughout the history

ol religions. Its development is identical with the increase of complexity of a
t

ture.” (Hans G. Kippenburg, “Rivalry Among Scholars of Religi
Historicism and the Formation of Paradigms in the History
Historical Reflections 20 (Fall 1994), pp. 377-402] p. 380). In terms of the creation-of
an analytic definition of religion, this approach has something in common with con
temporary cladistics in biology.
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Importantly, behind Tylor’s definition was ne
theory, but a synthetic or explanatory theory as well. According to
Tylor, a belief in spiritual beings was not only a “marker” for all re-
ligious systems, but it was also from this simple belief that all the
characteristics of religious systems such as myth, doctrine, ritual,
ethics, ete. developed. Tylor’s definition, therefore, was not only de-
scriptive of the genus refigion, but it also contained a capsule genetic
explanation for the speciation and evolution of all religious systems.
In this sense, Tylor’s definition functioned both as an analytic and a
synthetic precising definition of religion.

Not surprisingly, Tylor’s minimal definition of religion quickly at-
tracted criticism, primarily in terms of its analytic adequacy. Tylor
believed that his precising definition of religion held up well when

simply an analytic

compared o the lexical definitions of his day. The emphasis on spir-
itual beings, Tylor believed, could accommodate deity in all its
forms. Neverthele ch as J. G. Frazer (1854-1951) criti-
cized the definition becatise it-cast-too widée a net, bringing under
the Tubric “religion” those systems of beliefs and practices that
Frazer believed should be considered “magic.” Religion, Frazer ar-
cued, evolved out :_‘::_.mr,, but the two systems of beliefs and prac-
tices were nevertheless fundamentally different. This opened an ex-

, scholars

ceedingly long-lived debate concerning the difference between
magic and religion, a debate that has lasted to this day." As interest-
ing as this debate is, however, it was the opposite critique that
Tylor’s definition did not cast its net widely enough that ultimatel

had the most impact on the development of new precising defini-

tions of religion. Such a critique came from the pen of another an-
thropologist, R. R. Marett (1866-1943)."

According to Marett, Tylor’s minimal definition of religion was in
error since examples existed of societies that had systems of beliefs

and practices that were obviously religious (lexically speaking), but

which did not involve anthropomorphic spiritual beings. In such so-
cieties, beliel and practice centered around an undifferentiated belief

" See Eric J. Sharpe, Comparative Religion: A History (La Salle, Hlinois: Open
Court, 1986), pp. 87-94. For more recent discussion of the difference between
magic and religion, see Jack Goody, “Religion and Ritual: The Definitional
Problem” The British Joumal of Sociology 12:2 (June 1961), pp. 142-64 and H. S.
Versnel, “Some Reflections on the Relationship Magic-Religion,” Numen 38:2
(1991), pp. 177-97.

'3 For g

neral discussions of R. R. Marett, see Sl

65-71; _/(:u_:.:g:ﬁ. ‘Rivalry Among Scholars of Religion,” pp. 381-82; E.E
Evans-Pritchard, Theories of Primitive Religion (Oxford: Oxlord University Press,
1980), pp. 32-37.

pe, Comparalive Religion, pp.
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in supernatural power. The belief in supernatural power, Marett ar-
gued, predated that of the belief in spiritual beings, which was sim-
ply the next evolutionary step. In 1900, in a paper_entitled
“Preanimistic Religion,” Marett essayed his own minimal definition
s “a beliel n-supernatural power.”'® Again, as with

of religion
Tylor's, Marett’s definition was both analytic and synthetic in intent.
According to Marett all religious systems embodicd at some level
this simple belief and thus, “belief in supernatural power”

tems past and present. And this, in

was a

w

good marker for all religious

precisely because all religious systems in all their complex-
ity found their ultimate causal origin in the belief m supernatural
power. Although formally Marett’s precising definition was little dif-
ferent from Tylor’s, it would nevertheless serve as the catalyst for the
1ext step in the formal development of precising definitions of reli-

turn, we

glon.

Real, Subsiantive, and Functional Definilions of Religion

According to Hans G. Kippenburg, Marett’s preanimism was wildly
influential in the first decade of the new century and represented the
closest the field has ever come to reaching
definition of religion.!” The consensus, if it existed at all, did not last
long. For Marett, the origin of the beliel in supernatural power was
an experience logically

onsensus on a precising

due to a powerful emotional experience
prior to belief. Marett, however, left the nature of the experience un-
of this, it was unclear whether Marett would
have claimed that the experience itsell was somehow inherently reli-
ginus.' It was at this point that Marett’s anthropological theory of
the origin of religion intersected with the European theological tradi-
tion associated with the thought of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-
1834). Schleiermacher stressed the.primagy and self-authenticating

certain, and becau

nature of religious experience.' Followers-of: Schleiermacher, there-
fore, did not hesitate to claim that the powerful experience indicated
by Marett was transcendent in origin

nd completely sui generis in

16 This article was reprinted in R. R. Marett, The Threshold of Religion (New York
1919). See also R. R, Marett, “The Tabu-Mana Formula as a Minimum Definition
of Religion,” Archiv fiir Religionswissenschaft 12 (1909), pp. 186-94.

7 Kippenburg, “Rivalry Among Scholars of Religion,” pp

1# Evans-Pritchard, Theones of Primative Refigion, p. 33

Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to lis Cultured Despi
Kegan Paul, 1893). For a good discussion of Schleiermacher, see Walter H. Capps,
Relgrous Studies: The Making of the Discipline (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), pp.
135-18
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nature. Accordingly, the theologian Rudolph Otto (1869-1937) ar-
gued for an even more radical precising definition 6f religion than
‘that proposed-by Marett, For Otto, religion was not simply a_belief in
superniatural “power, but a completely unique. experience of  that
power, an experience. that could. be appr oximately. characterized as
mysteruan fremendum et fascinans.”

Some schialarsof religion, however, were unwilling to make this
complete definitional leap from belief to experience. If Schleier-
macher represented one European intellectual tradition in which re-
ligion sprang from a sui generts experience of the transcendent, there
was another intellectual tradition that questioned the reality of such
experiences altogether. Beginning with the works of David Hume
(1711-1776), but perhaps culminating in the psychology of Wilhelm
Wundt and Sigmund Freud., this other tradition ascribed “religious”
experience to human origir |

» and explained it away as simply an-
other order of human emotion 2! For these scholars, there was no
such thing as a sui generis “religious™ experience only experiences
ed. It was true, as Marett had contended, that a

powerful experience causes religion, but only in the sense that such
expeniences provoke the human imagination to invent an explana-

religiously interpr

tion for its origin, hence the (mistaken) belief in upernatural power.

Dilferences over how far Marett’s minimal definition of religion
could be pushed served 1o crystallize tensions between those scholars
who sought transcendental explanations of religion and those who
sought naturalistic explanations. Tn a sense, Maret’s definition
brought to the fore a different kind of definitional debate
that had been latent in the academic study of religion from its he-
ginning. Harking back to Aristotle. philosophers have traditionally
recognized the difference between real and nominal definitions.”
The lexical and precising definitions we have been dealing with up
to this point are classified as nominal definitions. Nominal defini-

1 debate

Rudolf Otto, The ldea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the ldea
of the Dwine and Its Relation 1o the Rational (London: Oxford University Press, 1950)
Such definitions were also associated with Nathan Séderblom and Geradus van der
Leeuw (see Kippenburg, “Rivalry Among Scholars of Religion,” pp. 382-84). For a
good discussion of Otto, see C pps, Religous Studies, pp. 20-25. For a recent call for
a return to a definition of religion based on religious experience, see Karal R,
Wernhart, “’Reli ” —a Human Universality.” Anthropos 81 (1986)
648-52

ious Beliefs per s

For discussion of Hume and Freud.
['Wundb.see Evans-Pritchard, Theories of Prunitive Religion,. pp..3
1 discussion of the difference between I and nominal definifions, see
Robinson, Definitian, pp- 149-92; Michalos, Prnciples of Logic, pp. 379-81; Audi,
o
8

- a discus-

“Dehnition,” pp. 185-86
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tions are constructed more or les: by an empirical process of affixing
a name to an object or class of objects. A real definition, on the
other hand, is a “specification of the metaphysically necessary and
sulficient condition for being the kind of thing a noun...desig-
nates.” In other words, real definitions are constructed by sig-
nalling the metaphysical essence of an object or class of objects. Of
course, if one does not believe in a metaphysical reality, then real
definitions are ipso facto impossible.

For most of the history of the study of religion in the West, real
definitions of religion have generally been assumed to be possible.
Only in the modern period, when materialist philosophies came to
be taken with increased seriousness, could real definitions of religion
be dismissed as meaningless. With Marett’s precising definition of
religion, the debate over the proper nominal definition for religion

collided with the debate over the real definiton of religion. Whethe
one was willing to make the definitional Ie ap from beliel to experi-
ence corresponded to some degree with whether one believed in a
metaphysical reality or not. Those who held a positive real definition
of religion tended to embrace definitions of religion such as Otto’s,
hile those who held a negative real definition of religion preferred
definitions such as those of Marett and Tylor which allowed for nat-
uralistic explanations of religion. In time, the tensions w rought by
Marett’s preanimism forced the creation of yet a third approach to
the study of religion in which one remains neutral in regard to real
d For those who embraced this third approach,
the goal of the academic study of religion would always remain pri-
marily descriptive, not explanatory. And when it came to the meta-
physical reality of religion, one was to practice efoché, that is, the sus-
pension of judgement in regard to real definitions of religion.”t

~Despite the articulation of this neutral position, however, the de-
bate over the real definition of religion remained acute during the
first decades of the century. The rancor generated by this debate

nitions of religio

was especially problematic since the academic study of religion was

then struggling to establish itself as an autonomous field of study.

=t

Fortuitously, there soon hegan during this period a new wave of the-
orizing which would culminate in the formulation of new precising
definitions of religion—precising definitions that would neatly avoid
definitions altogether. Functionalism was the

the question of re

Audi, “Definition,” p. 186
'For a discussion of the concepl of epocké, see G. van der Leeuw, Religon in
Essence and Manifestation, translated by J. E. Turner (Lonc ¢ Allen and

{ Geo
Unwin, 1938), p. 646 (note 1) and p. Gt
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basis of this new theorizing, and its promoters promised that it
would bring new insights into the origin and persistence of religion.
The most important of the functional theories of religion were those
derived from the social functionalism of Emile Durkheim and the
psychological functionalism of Bronislaw Malinowski. Ironically,
both scholars were firmly committed to negative real definitions of
religion.

In The Elementary Forms of the Rebigious Life, Emile Durkheim we rked
through @ series of precising definitions of religion. At the beginning
of that work, Durkheim used Marett’s preanimism theory and defin-
ition as a starting point.”> Durkheim, however, was most emphatical-
ly not one of those scholars willing to make the definitional leap
from belief to experience. Religious beliefs were indeed the-conse-
quence of a powerful experience, although there was nothing supc
natural about this éxperience. It was simply the natural result of cer-

i ial situations (“collective  effervescence
Importantly, such experience led not only to a belief in supernatural
power, but to a complete division of the world into those things that

(“the sacred”) and those things that
”). Indeed, Durkheim used this dichotomy as

are associated with this powe
are not (“the profane
the basis for his own minimal precising definidon: religion is a
sion of the world into two domains, the one containing all that is sa-
cred, the other all that is profane.””” Durkheim’s minimal definition
is both analytic and synthetic in intent: not only can all religions be
identified as such by their division of the world between acred and
profane, but it is out of the idea of the ® acred” that all the beliefs
and practices characteristic of religion (lexically defined) subsequent-
ly develop.

In a sense, Durkheim’s minimal precising definition of religion
could be seen as nothing more than a more sophisticated restate-
| ment of Marett’s preanimism. However, Durkheim went heyond
\ Marett in that he was interested not simply in what religion was, but

in wha oion did. Religion, Durkheim surmised, would not have
survived and become such an integral part of human society if it did
not contribute to the integrity and survival of society. Religion, in
other words, must have some social function. Accordingly,

Durkheim amended his precising definition of religion to read: “A

religion is a unified system of belicfs and practices relative to sz red

‘divi-

. 384-85.
New Y
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things, that is to say, things sct apart and forbidden- beliefs and
practices which unite into one single moral community called a
Church, all those who adhere to them.”? Formally, this represented
anew kind of precising definition, a definition that emphs red not
only the substantive characteristics of religion (a “system of beliefs
and practices”), but also its characteristic social function (the “beliefs
and practices...unite into one single moral community called a
Church, all those who adhere to them”).

Since its introduction, Durkheim’s functional theory of religion
and the definition based on it have proven exceedingly popular.”
Even after both the data and the evolutionary presuppositions be-
hind Durkheim’s (and Marett’s) recovery of the historical origins of
religion came under fire, Durkheim’s insight into the functionality of
religion still remained compelling. Indeed, in time, the functional
characteristics of religion came to be seen as fundamental, and grad-
wlly one sees a shift away from definitions of religion that stress the
combination of substantive and functional characteristics to those
that emphasize purely functional characteristics alone. " In other
words, any system of beliefs and practices that promotes social unity
could be viewed as a religious system, regardless of the specific con-
tent of the beliefs and practices.®! It did not matter whether such tra-
ditions contained elements of the supernatural or depended on some
kind of transcendent referent. Indeed, Durkheim himself argued that
the value of such functional definitions of religion was that they al-
lowed space for traditions such as Buddhism, which, while clearly a
religion lexically speaking, nevertheless does not pivot on “the ideca

39

of gods and spirits.”*

1t influence of
, Anthrapological Studies of Religion:
An Introductory Text (C ity Pres 1990), pp. -4,

' For discu of the shift from substantive to functional definitions of religion,
Peter L. Berger, “Sociological Definitions of Religion” in The Scared Canopy:
 of Religion (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., Inc,
Anthropological Definitions of Religion,”
a general discussion of sul 1 ss. function
Dobbelaere and Jan L:
ique,” acial Compass 20 (
a purely socio-functional definitiol
Myth and Religion: Introduction to a Gonversa

the development and subseq

> Brian Mol

Durkheim’s defi

ms of the Religious Life, pp. 37-57. For a criti
1 see Marco Orru and Amy W
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Perhaps just as importantly, the de-emphasis of beliefl in the tran-
scendent as a sine qua non characteristic of religious systems seemed
to render controversies over the reality of the transcendent, not (o
mention real definitions, far less relevant to the academic study of
religion. Moreover, socio-functional definitions of religion helped to
deflect attention away from real definitions in another way. Fueled
by evolutionary theory, early anthropologists and sociologists, in-
cluding Durkheim, were intensely intcrested in discovering the his-
torical origins of religion. In time, however, both evolutionary theo-
ry and the quest for the historical origins of religion fell into
disrepute. Functionalism and functional definitions served to shift at-
tention away from the discredited quest for the historical origins of
religion, placing emphasis instead on explanations of the persistence
of religion. As a consequence, attention was also diverted away from
potentially divisive questions about the ultimate origins of religion,
thus forestalling debates about the real definition of religion.

A similar shift to purely functional definitions can also be noted
with those definitions based on the psychological function of reli-
gion. One of the clearest statements of psychological functionalism
, rk of Bronislaw Malinowski.’3 For Malinowski, reli-

intrinsically though indirectly connected with man’s fun-.

damental, that s, ;?o_ow.n:mr needs.”** Malinowski said “indirectly”

‘because Teligion, With its systems of belief concerning supernatural
gron, ¥ & 3 /

powers and deities, functioned to relieve the psychological anxiety

that comes with “the curse of forethought and imagination, which

. fall on man once he rises above brute animal nature.” Specifically,

P! )

' religion helped human beings deal with a “range of anxieties, fore-

- bodings and problems concerning human destinies and man’s place
“in the universe.”* Ultimately, religion is that which “is largely con-
cerned with the sacralization of the crises of human life,” especially
sthe “supreme crisis,” death.” In short, for Malinowski, those systems

" For a good discussion of Bronislaw Malinowski’ work and influence, see
Morris, Anthropological Studies of Religion, pp. 148-49. For recent examples of Mali-
nowski’s influence on the definition of gion, see E. R. Goodenough, “A
Historian of Religion Tries to Define Religion,” Jygon 2:1 (1967), pp. 7-22 and
Ward H. Goodenough, “Toward an Anthropologically Useful Definiton of
Religion,” in Allan W. Eister (ed.), Changing Perspectives in the Scientific Study of Religion
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1974), pp. 165-84.

* Bronislaw Malinowski, “The Role of Magic and Religion” in William A. Lessa
and Evon Z. Vogt (eds.), Reader in Comparative Religion: An Anthropolagical Approach
(New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1979), pp. 37-45, p. 45.
bid., pp. 37-45.

. 43.
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of beliefs and practices which served to ameliorate the greatest and
most intractable problems of human existence could rightly be
called religion.

As with Durkheim’s definition of religion, Malinowski’s definition
was formally a precising definition with both substantive characteris-
tics (systems of beliefs and practices) and functional characteristics
(the psychological function of anxiety reduction). As happened with
socio-functional definitions, however, there seems to have heen a
gradual shift away from a substantive/functional precising definition
to a purely functional definition. Such purely psycho-functional defi-
nitions maintained that any system of belief and practice that ad-
dressed humanity’s fundamental existential concerns was iso facto
religion, regardless of the content of those systems. Perhaps the most
famous formulation of a purely psycho-functional definition was that
of Paul Tillich, who maintained that “[r]eligion, in the largest and
most basic sense of the word, is ultimate concern.”® Although
Tillich constructed his definition in response to theological currents
somewhat removed from those in the academic study of religion,
nevertheless, purely psycho-functional precising definitions of the
“ultimate concern” variety became at least as popular as socio-func-
tional definitions in the academic study of religion from the late
19505 on.* Again, as with purely socio-functional definitions of reli-
gion, purely psycho-functional definitions of religion de-emphasized
the transcendent as the sine qua non of religion and de-emphasized
the quest for the historical origins of religion, thus helping to deflect
attention away from divisive questions about the real definition of
religion.

* Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture (London: Oxford Univer
ed in Capps, Religious Studues, p. 34.

" For examples of “ultimate concern” definitions, see J. M. Yin Religion, So-
ciely and the Induwdual: An Introduction to the Sociology of Relygion (New York: Macmillan,
1957), p. 9; Robert. N. Bellah, Tukugawa Refigion” The Values of Pre-Indust
(New York: Free Press, 1957), p- 6; Hideo Kishimoto, “An Operational De
of Religon,” Numen 8 (1961), pp. 236-40; J. Paul Wi s, “The N

Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 2:1 (1962), p
nterpretative Categories and the History of Religions” in Jam:
dethod in the History of Religions (Middleton, Conn.: Wesleyan University
pp. 17-30; E.H. Pyle, “In Defence of ‘Re igion”,” Relgwous Studies 3
+7-533; Frederick Ferré, “The Definition of Religi Journal of the

: ? Frederick J. g, g
Different Defir Joumnal of the
74), pp. 219-37; Morton B, King, “Is Scientific

ity Press, 1983), quot-
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Monothetic and Polythetic Definitions of Religion

Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, purely func-
tional definitions of either the socio-functional or psycho-functional
type have continued to be extraordinarily popular. They have dom-
inated, in fact, much of the discourse of the academic study of reli-
gion.* Indeed, certainly the best-known definition of religion to
come out of the 1960 lifford Geertz—was essentially an

—that of C
ambitious attempt to combine social function and psychological
function into a single precising definition of religion. According to
Geertz, religion was “(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) estab-
lish powerful, pervasi and _c:m-_um:_f moods and motivations in
men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence
and (4) clothing these _:::_:_E s with such an aura of factuality
that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”
as with other purely functional definitions, religion was simply “a
system of symbols,” the content of which was relatively unimportant.
What was important was that these symbols functioned to establish a
“general order of existence,” or, in Geertz's terms, a “world view.
World views in turn served to establish an “ethos,” “powerful, per-
vasive, and long-lasting moods,” which ultimately functioned to p
mote both psychological and social integration.

Again,

Gq.pm..:n their _3_4:_».:‘_:\ purely functional precising definitions
were not immune to criticism. Some called into question the an: ilyt-
ic adequacy of purely functional definitions because they failed to
correspond to most lexical definitions of relig For example, some
:ligions (lexically so-defined) work against social cohesion or seem
to undermine psychological well- _u::: * Are millenarian move-
ments, then, not to be classified as religious because they function

ist Paradig
lternative,

Council on _s ﬂt} of .21:.2: ?:__» tin |

" Clifford Geertz, “Re : a
,”Zn..:« York: Basic Bc
' For such cri 5:_..
ieties: Difficulties 1
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395-401, v M
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disrupt the social order? Are authoritarian “cults” not to be ¢ ed
as religious if’ they function to disrupt one’s psychic integrity? To fix
on. posttive functions alone as the defining factor for religion seemed
to entail normative judgments that were hardly appropriate for an
objective field of study. On the other hand, some scholars took the
opposite tack, contending that purely functional definitions were ac-
tually too undiscriminating when judged against lexical definitions.
While purely functional definitions made space for non-theistic
Buddhism, Confucianism, etc., they also allowed for all sorts of sys-
tems of beliefs and practices not normally (i.c. lexically) deemed reli-
gious to be labeled as such. Such _::Z::z: “religions” ranged
from Marxism to nationalism to big league sports.*

In addition to the analytic critiques, purely functional definitions
ol religion were also open to criticism of their synthetic ,_a_:_:
Since the 1960s, functionalism in ge :E.,__ has come ::Q

cause of its limited explanatory power.* I
ide-effects and can never account for the origins of any substantive
phenomena. Funetions may select for certain substantive phenome-
na according to a kind of “natural selection,” and therefore func-
tionalism might account for the persistence and development of ¢
tain cultural, social, or I psy chological structures, but this again does
not account for ::. origins :7::, :_, these structures. | 0 terms of

1t-
ow these beliefs
1onal t
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account for the persistence of these substantive characteristics of re-
ligion, but they can never explain their origins.

In response to these and other critiques, a few investigators in the
1960s chose to return to substantive precising definitions a la Tylor
or Marett. Anthropologists such as Horton, Goody, Spiro, and
Swanson all embraced definitions that specified a belief in “spiritual
beings” or, in Spiro’s less tendentious phrase, “superhuman beings”
as the sine qua non of religion.*® This in turn spawned a relatively
small but vigorous research tradition that took as its starting point
such precising definitions of religion.”” Not surprisingly, the same
critiques that were leveled at Tylor’s and Marett’s definitions have
been revived as well* although the counter-arguments have
changed somewhat. For instance, when it was pointed out that the
minimal definition of religion as “belief in superhuman beings” ex-
cluded certain non-theistic traditions, some, most notably Spiro,
frankly admitted that perhaps “religion” is not a category universal
to all human cultures. The “criterion of cross-cultural applicability,”
according to Spiro, “does not entail...universality.™® As a conse-
quence, Spiro argued that some lexically-defined religions in which
superhuman beings do not figure, such as Confucianism, should
simply not be classified as religion.”

* Horton, “A Definition of Religion, and its Uses”; Jack Goody, “Religion ,hw:r_
Ritual: The Definitional Problem”™ The Brtish Journal of S iology 12:2 (June _m__..:,“
pp. 142-64; Melford E. Spiro, “Religion: Prablems of Definition and Explanation
in M. Banton (ed.) Anthropological Approaches to the Study of Religion ( London: _jmﬁm..cmw
Press, 1966), pp. 85-126; G. E. Swanson, “Experience of the m:tn...:ﬁ:wu_“ in
Roland Robertson (ed.), Sociology of Rebgion: Selected Readings (Baltimore, MD:
Penguin Books, 1969), pp. 237-52. ) .

4 See, for example, W.D. Hammond-Tooke, “Is There a Science of Religion?
Religion i Southern Africa 3:1 (Ja 1982), pp. 3-17; Hans H. Penner, Impasse and
Resoluton: A Critigue of the Study of Religion (New York: Peter Lang, 1989); Pascal
Boyer, The Naturalness of Relgious Ideas: A Cognitive Theory of Religion (Berkeley:
University of California, 1994); E. Thomas Lawson and Robert N. McCauley,
Rethnking Religion: Connecting Cognition and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996). For a critique of the last two studies, see mv ewart Elliott Guthrie,
“Religion: What Is 12" Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 35:4 (1996), pp. 412-
19. For a critique of Guthrie’s own theory and definition, as presented in _.Sm.ﬁ in the
Clouds: A New Theary of Religion (Oxford: Oxford Un ity Press, 1993), see Edward

i : w  Theory that Invites

An Anthropological Vie
Study of Religion 2:1 (1962), pp. 3 and Werner Cohn, *
* Problems of Definition,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religon
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In terms of synthetic critiques, the revived substantive precising
definitions were just as vulnerable as when they were first proposed.
As with Tylor’s and Marett’s formulations, these revived substantive
precising definitions were at some level claims to be capsule expla-
nations of both the origin of “religion” as well as the diversity of “re-
ligions.” However, as observed above, the evolutionary presupposi-
tions that allowed Tylor and Marett to claim that they had
recovered the historical origins of religion had been discredited.
Therefore, while these revived precising definitions still claimed to
encapsulate the origins of religion, the origins referred to were onto-
genic, not phylogenic. In other words, research shifted from the his-
torical origins of religion to the recurrent origins of religion, espe-
cially as they were thought to be found in psychological
development and in the very structure of human consciousness.
Cognitive anthropologists, for example, argued that the human
mind was predisposed to acquire certain kinds of “mental represen-
tations,” including the idea of “superhuman beings.”" Of course,
whether this insight into the ontogenic origins of religion can be ex-
tended to account for the development of all religious systems re-
mains to be seen. Research along these lines still remains largely un-
done.

It should also be said that the return to substantive precising defi-
nitions, with all their implicit claims about origins, revived the de-
bate over real definitions of religion. The research tradition dis-
cussed above, for example, was strongly committed to a negative
real definition of religion or what Peter Berger called “methodologi-
cal atheism.”™ It was perhaps for this reason that not all of those
who rejected purely functional definitions of religion were willing to
return to substantive precising definitions. Some, especially religious
studies scholars committed to “methodological agnosticism,” advo-

]

suggested belief in a sacred cosmos is a universal substantive characteristic of reli-
gion (“Sociological Definitions of Religion” in The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a
Soctological Theory of Religion [Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., Inc, 1969], pp.

example, E. Thot Lawson, “Defining Religion...Going  the
* chapter four ir volume.

Sacred Canopy, pp. 100, 180. Indeed, it is perhaps from the re-intro-
i g definitions in the 1960s that we can trace the ori-
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cated instead a return to purely analytic precising definitions—but
analytic precising definitions constructed according to a new model.
This new model was based on the concept of polythetic or “family re-
semblance” classes.>

Up to this point, the precising definitions that we have been dis-
cussing have been based on a set of sine qua non characteristics (c.g.
Herbert's Deism) or a single sine qua non characteristic (e.g. Tylor’s
“spiritual beings” or Tillich’s “ultimate concern”). Under such defin-
itions, systems of beliefs and practices must have all the characteris-
tics (or the one characteristic) in order to qualify as a religious sys-
tem. Definitions that are based on a set of sine qua non characteristics
or a single sine qua non characteristic are called monothetic definitions.
Polythetic definitions, on the other hand, are more flexible because
they are based on relative instead of absolute identification. A poly-
thetic definition of religion is based on a set of characteristics, only
some of which a system must have in order to be counted as a reli-
gion. Say, for example, we are comparing four distinct systems of
beliefs and practices. System 1 contains characteristics a, b, and ¢;
system 2 has charactenistics b, ¢, and d; system 3 has characteristics
¢, d, and e; and system 4 has characteristics d, e, and f. No one of
these systems of beliefs and practices is identical to another, but they
all have some characteristics in common with some of the other sys-
tems. In other words, while not identical, they nevertheless share, to
use Wittgenstein’s phrase, a “family resemblance.”® If we define re-
ligion to mean any system that contains some—but not necessarily
all—of the characteristics (a, b, ¢, d, e, f...etc.), this then is a poly-
thetic definition of religion.

Press, 1973); Donald Wicbe, “Is a Science of Religion Possible?” Studies in Refigion
7:1 (1978), pp. 5-17; Karel Werner, “The Concept of the Transcendent: Questions
of Method in the History of Religions,” Refigion 13 (1983), pp. 311-22; Michael Pye,
“Religion: Shape and Shadow,” Numen 41 (1994), pp- 51-75.

* For discussions of polythetic classification schemes, see Rodney Needham,
“Polythetic Classification: Convergence and Consequences,” Man 10:3 (September,
1975), pp. 349-69 and especially Snoek, “Classification and Definition Theory,” pp.
25-56. The language of monothetic vs. polythetic is borrowed from biological tax-
onomy (sce Snock, p. 30).

** The first explicit articulation of this definitional model is generally credited to
Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations, translated by G.E.M. Ans-
combe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1953), p. 32e. One of the ea
als of a family resemb e definition of religion is found in N A
“Numen, Nirvana, and the Definition of Religion,” Church Quarterly Review 160
(1959), pp. 216-25. It is interesting to note that Smart proposed his family resem-
blance definition o gion in the context of a critique of lexical adequacy of Ouo’s
1 definition of religion. Recently, Smart has renewed his call for family
ce defini i of religion in “Theravada Buddhism and the Definition of
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SHART |
Poryrueric DEFINITIONS

Oten or Fully Polythetic (Family Resemblance) Definttrons

Religion I = A + B + C characteristics
Religion 2 = B + C + D characteristics
Religion 3 = C + D + E characteristics
Religion 4 = D + E + F characteristics

...etc.

Pritotypical Polythetic (Family Resemblmnce) Dyfinitions

Prototype Religion = A + B+ C + D+ E + F + G characteristics
Religion 1 = C + D + E + F characteristics
Religion 2 =B + D + F + G characteristics
Religion 3 =A + B+ C + D + E + F characteristics
Religion 4 = C + E + G characteristics
BNETeR

In practice, there are two ways of constructing polythetic defini-
tions.*® In the example above, the definition is an open or_fully poly-
thetic definition. It is “open” because no one member of the class
“religion” contains all the characteristics (a, b, ¢, d, e, f..etc). In
some cases, one of the members of the class does contain all the char-
acleristics and functions as the “prototype” for all the ather mem-
bers of the class. Polythetic definitions that are constructed in this
way are called profotypical polythetic definitions. The two types of
polythetic definitions are summarized in chart one above,

As with any other definition of religion, polythetic definitions, too,
are not without their critics. For one thing, how does one go about
selecting the set of characteristics that form the basis for polythetic
classification? In prototypical polythetic definitions, this problem is
solved since one religion is taken as “an ideally clear case of reli-
gion” against which all other systems of beliefs and practices are

* See W. P. Alstor
me 7 (New Yor
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compared.”” This in itsell presents two problems. First, what is the
minimum number of characteristics that a system must share with
the prototype religion in order to be classificd as a religion? And sec-
ond, will not the choice of a prototype religion bias the definition in
such a way that it becomes invincibly ethnocentric?*®

It has been suggested that a possible response to these critiques is
to adopt a completely open polythetic definition of religion>® With
an open polythetic definition of religion, it does not matt
where one starts, since it is assumed that no one example of religion
will contain all the characteristics, and thus no one example of reli-
gion would become normative. Nevertheless, the question then be-
comes where does one stop the definitional chain? Since member-
ship in the class “religion™ can be conferred on a system of beliefs
and practices based ,::__7 on its sharing one or two characteristics
with any other member of the class, the class is then infinitely e
pandable. As with purely functional a_l::: 15, open polythetic def-
initions could be used to place almost any system of beliefs and prac-
ti under the rubric “religion.” In the end, il prototypical
polythetic definitions are too exclusive and tend towards ethnocen-
tric bias, the opposite is true of open polythetic definitions since they
tend towards an indiscriminate universalism. Despite these crit
cisms, however, polythetic definitions of religion have become in-
creasingly popular—so popular in fact that it has recently been ob-
served that “practically every introductory textbook on religion
imony” to the popularity of polythetic definitions of religion.

much

" The quoted phrase is from Alston, “Religion,” p. 142. For
ment a prototypic ‘tic definition, see B
pology and the Definitions of Religion” in Ugo Bianchi tzon of “Re
in Comparatwe Research (Rome: “L'Erma” di Bretsch 1994), pp. 83
—:.__S_d the best known prototypic polytheti inition of religion is Ninian
1 approdt h; see, !:_ ini 3
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Conclusion

As we have seen, a variety of definitions of religion have appeared in
the literature of the academic study of religion over the last hundred
years or so. Despite their diversity, however, these definitions can be
reduced to a few formal categories as summarized in chart two
helow. Again, it is not my belief that such formal analysis and classi
fication will instantly produce a consensus on a definition of religion,
nor do I think it will convince those not already so-inclined that a
definition of religion is truly necessary. Nevertheless, such form:
analysis is useful for at least two other reasons.

CHAR
_:_3:_ _u:zzw::._,_,:ﬁ FOR THE DEFINITION OF RELIGION

definitions of religion

. Positive vs. negative real definitions of religion.
ms of re _E_:
al defimtions of rel
ing definitions of religion.

.‘ >_§_< ic vs. Synthetic precising ;F_:: s
. Substantive vs. Functional precising definitions.
Monothetic Polythetic precising definitions.

on.

Preci

Tirst, formal analysis of definitions of religion gives us a usef
ing place for the evaluation of new definitions of the same
type. Recently, for example, Brian K. Smith offered a new precis
definition of religion based on the functional characteristic of
nonicity.” According to Smith, the sine qua non charcacteristic that all
igions share is * source—whether it be a text or set
texts, an oral tradition of a myth or set of myths, the pi
ments of the founder, or any other functional equivalent (i
other absolutely authoritative source for legiimation).” Smit
lation is definitely one of the most original definitions of 1
be proposed in years, and yet, formally, it is simply another ex-
ample of a purely functional precising definition of religion. As such
i is open to the same kinds of analytic and synthetic critiques to
which all formally-equivalent definitions are subject. In order
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N

most effeciently build on past scholarly effort, therefore, perhaps the
first step in evaluating new definitions of religion should be submit-
ting them to formal analysis and critique.

The second reason formal analysis of definitions of religion is im-
portant is because it contributes to a fuller “second-order” under-
standing of the field as a whole. As stated in the introduction, T feel
the history of the definitional enterprise has been unduly neglected,
partly because the field has failed to develop any kind of uniform
formal categories for dealing with definitions of religion. This is un-
fortunate since, as we have seen, many of the issues that influence
the construction and popularity of certain forms of definitions have
also driven the development of the academic study of religion at
large. In this chapter, I have had space to touch on only a few of
these issues, e.g. Enlightenment universalism, evolutionary theory,
and, especially, the debates over the real definition of religion.
Undoubtedly, a much more thorough investigation is in order.
However, if the categories | have proposed in this chapter prove
useful for developing a more sophisticated history of the definitional
enterprise and facilitate the teaching of that history, then T will con-
sider it successful,

CHAPTER TWELVE

THINKING RELIGION

Charles E. Winquist

-.while there is a staggering amount of da t, of phenomena, of
human experiences and expressions that might be character-
ized in one culture or anather by one eriterion or another, as
religious—there is no data Jor religion. Religion is solely the cre-
ation of the scholars st
~—Jonathan Z. Smith.'

For my purposes, religion will mean orientation—orientatjon
in the ultimate sense, that is, how one comes (o terms wi
ultimate significance of one’s place in the world.

~—Charles H. Long.?

T:.F.tﬁ

The field of the study of religion does not have clearly defined
boundaries or methodologies that are universally acceptable or
applied. Instead, the field has emerged out of a complex of related
disciplines primarily from the human sciences that through their
diverse applications have made the field responsible to 2 wide
range of phenomena. There is no simple agreement as (0 what
should be studied as religious phenomena or whether there are
methods of interrogation that are specific to the ficld.

The dissolution or relativizing of dominant religious and philo-
sophical ideologies through the globalization of the field is a dis-
persion of formal unities that had at one time been unexamined
and considered self-evident. In a postcolonial world the natural i
tude is denaturalized and is now representative of specific cultures,
classes and interests.

The field of religion presents itself as a heterogencous field of
incorrigibles, positivities, empiricities anc multiplicitics without a
unifying discipline that we can fall back upon for arientation and
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