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norms, but face-to-face coitus is undoubtedly most commonpiace. The
human embrace provides a sense of relatively total inclusion, even as the
jsolated and open-faced biped is otherwise given to a pervasive sense of
insecurity and danger. The frontal nature of the human body is open to per-
ceptions of mutuality and intimacy directly linked to its special posture.
Aside from the obvious consequences of the bipedal bodily template for
the human pursuit of romantic fulfillment in all its cultural embellish-
ments, the biped may be prepossessed of a bodily need to dispose of the
burden of self-consciousness which the upright stance exacerbates. The
very positional feature which wounded and made humans vulnerable can
become the agency of the full-bodied embrace. The linear body, standing
or reclining, is both subject to a greater aloneness or a deeper mutuality
than it could be otherwise. But religion’s frequent interest in the lass of self
in a larger spiritual context, the discovery of perfect affirmation from the
other, or the attainment of a metaphysical union with a supernatural
Other is laden with the intimate, poetic language of nuptial intimacy.

Tn conclusion, I submit that the phenomenological description of bodily
experience is a valid anthropological means to mediate a scientific dis-
course of neurological activity to religious behavior and symbols. Anthro-
pologists cannot fairly give epistemological priority to either the
neurologicat correlates of religious perceptions or to the symbolic correla-
tion of religious meaning. Rather, the fundamental datum of the body
anchors both together in a more holistic integration. That body, in its pecu-
liar human configuration of upright posture and bipedai gait, is already
pre-engaged in the process of human knowing and human believing, and
the human brain cannot be properly conceived as knowing or believing,
except in simultaneity with its bodily, bipedal aspect. ' '
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CHAPTER 4

Defining Religion

James M. Donovan

Religion holds an enduring appeal for anthropologists. They scrutinize it,
ponder it, talk and write about it, and-—if they are lucky—learn something
about it in the process. Given this inherent fascination, and the many vol-
umes it has generated, one might assume that anthropologists agree upon
what they are talking about. That whatever the differences over what reli-
gion means, signifies, or does, there is at least consensus about what it is; that
everyone would point to the same phenomena as being “religious.”

This assumption could not be more wrong. A fundamental difficulty in
the anthropology of religion continues to be the definitional boundaries of
its central focus.! Too often, as Peter Gay (1987:17) laments, the term suf-
fers a “dilution...to a shallow, virtually universal metaphor for any con-
viction firmily held and obstinately defended.” But surely we mean more
than that when we use the word. But what?

At the outset, it needs to be kept in mind that disagreement arises largely
because religion is not “real” in the sense that it has no existence indepen-
dent of its investigators. As Kluckhohn (1985[1949]:63) noted, “labels like
‘economics” and ‘religion’ are abstractions—not clear-cut categories given
directly by experience.” The task, in other words, is not to contemplate a
preexisting thing and to search for words that refer to its essential charac-
teristics. Instead, anthropologists and other social scientists have found it
useful to artificially segment the social fabric into “institutions.” The rea-
son was stated clearly by Gunnar Myrdal (1962[1944]:667):

The sole criterion in defining scientific terms is practicality. Concepts are our cre-
ated instruments and have no other form of reality than in our own usage. Their
purpose is to help make our thinking clear and our observations accurate.
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To a large measure, scientists analyze reality only after they have first con-
structed it. Definitions not merely identify, but also create the things
defined. Only thus can we have Levi-Strauss (1963:10) saying that
“toterism is an artificial unity, existing solely in the mind of the anthro-
pologist, to which nothing specifically corresponds in reality.” To para-
phrase Alves (1984:13), both religion and the study of religion “is born
with the power human beings have to give names to things.”?

Foremost among the implications of this fact is that there can be no right
or wrong definitions of religion, nor true or false ones, only more or less
useful ones (cf. Berger 1967:175). This latitude, however, has served as the
warrant by which dramatically different, and in some cases mutually
exclusive definitions have been proposed.

My purpose here is to review the major trends of this unresolved
debate. This effort follows in the path of other anthropologists and social
scientists who have already conducted similar retrospectives. But while
these earlier efforts contain useful insights, they failed to bring closure to
the discussion. Earlier efforts failed, I believe, because they did not
emphasize the seriousness of the problem, Therefore, I shall immediately
defend the project of defining religion as not merely intellectually inter-
esting and philosophically neat, but rather as methodologically determi-
native.

THE COMPARATIVE METHOD

A report from the 1992 meeting of the American Psychiatric Association
contains a synopsis of a paper given by James D. Hegarty (Bower 1992).
Hegarty examined the literature from 1900 to 1992 on the diagnosis and
prognosis of schizophrenics. The results of this review indicated:

that psychiatric definitions of schizophrenia, rather than new treatments, primar-
ily account for observed improvements or declines in the condition of schizo-
phrenics over time....Studies in the first and last time periods generally used
nartow definitions of schizophrenia, often requiring continuous signs of distur-
bance for at least six months. Projects in the middle period relied on broader defi-
nitions with no minimum time limits on symptoms.

In other words, an empirical fact attributed to differential treatment of
schizophrenia—that improvement rates rose from 15 to 30 percent from
1930 to 1970, and then fell again—was found to be a function of how schiz-
ophrenia was defined in each of the three periods. As Hegarty notes, in the
middle period “more patients got better because they had milder prob-
lems to begin with.” A similar cloud surrounded statistics on AIDS cases.
Epidemiologists find it difficult to track patterns of rise and fall over time
as the definition of the disease undergoes frequent revision.
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These examples from other discipiines highlight the problems that atso
afflict anthropology of religion. How one defines the phenomena to be
studied predetermines -one’s findings. Although contradictory findings
over time and space may indicate true problems surrounding a subject,
they might also simply be the result of having studied different things
glossed by the same label. “One of the now obvious difficulties which has
long plagued the social scientist,” writes Nancie Gonzalez (1969:92), “is
the suspicion that he may be comparing untike things, and thus may reach
spurious, meaningless, or untrue conclusions in regard to whatever it is he
wishes to ‘explain.”” Sarana (1975:30) concludes, for instance, that the dis-
agreements between Goldenweiser, Radcliffe-Brown, and Levi-Strauss
about totemism resulted partly from the three researchers having “dif-
fered in the level of abstraction and the closeness to the reality of the data”
(cf. Saler 1987:395). The way around such doubts and disagreements
wottld be a definition universally accepted and stringently applied.

Some may view definitional issues as niceties that can be intellectually
invigorating but that are methodologically and theoretically irretevant and
better left to philosophers; others might agree with Kroeber (1955:198).
Conceding that definitional problems are important, he believed nonethe-
less that research can be conducted without first resolving them: “Useful
definitions come at the end of inquiry.” Max Weber, according to Peter
Berger (1967:175), was of the same mind, as too, apparently, was Goethe
(Robinson 1954). Robinson (1954:4) opines that those

who maintain that definition should come at the end probably have in mind those
dialogues of Plato which consist in the gradual approach toward 2 definition... .
Yet this same Plato lays it down in the Phaedrus that a speech should start with a
definition to show what it is about.

But it is impossible to conduct research without behaving as if defini-
tions of religion were noncontroversial. It is this de facto and inconsistent
resolution of the problem of defining religion that opens the way for
anthropology to be betrayed by its own conceptual categories.

Anthropology is a comparative discipline. Whether this is an attribute
of science generally (Evans-Pritchard 1963), social sciences in particular
{Durkheim 1938:125), or anthropology distinctively (Kluckhohn 1985
[1949]:293; Peoples and Bailey 1991:5), the fact remains. Historically, this
method has been associated with the search for cross-culturai generaliza-
tions. Yet Holy (1987:1) claims that “the role of cross-cultural comparison
as the method for generating and testing hypotheses derives from the pos-
itivistic paradigm in anthropology which is no lenger shared by all (and
probably not even most) anthropologists.”

Even were this true, it is not an obstacle for assertions that anthreopology
is a comparative discipline. Positivistic hypothesis-testing is not a neces-
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sary entailment of the method. “A thorough analysis of one or two sys-
tems can be used either to understand particular aspects and events of
those systems (the idiographic motivation), or to test general laws and
hypotheses (the scientific motivation)” (Jasper 1987:211). Thus, even inter-
pretive anthropology is still a comparative anthropology, whether one
explicitly compares entities cross-culturally or implicitly compares a sin-
gle event “to something else that did nof occur” {Smelser, summarized by
Jasper 1987:226 n. 3; cf. Bames 1987:119).

“To compare,” Rapoport (1955:118) reminds us, “is o discover unity in
diversity and differences among similarities, that is, to uncover structure.
The first act in this process is to name the parts and the relations among
them.” The parts must not merely be named, however; parts that are the
same should bear the same name, while those parts with the same name
should be the same parts. As Eggan (1950:9) notes:

In order for the comparative study of correlated social phenomena...to be valid, it
is necessary to make the first comparisons between phenomena which belong to
the same class or type.... Only by exercising such controls can we be sure that the
phenomena compared are comparable for scientific purposes.

Insights and interpretations applied by anthropologists are useless if com-
parability has not been preserved; like must be compared to like. The first
utility of a definition is to assure just such comparability, and it furnishes
the first argument defending the need of definitional clarification, that of
comparative uniformity.

Orne goal of anthropological comparison is “to isolate relationships
between variables by eliminating ‘nuisance’ or extraneous variables, or in
causal terms, to isolate causal factors by eliminating competing variables as
possible causes” (Frendreis 1983:260). The two-step process by which this
goal is achieved is (1) to compare phenomena identified a priori as concep-
tual entities of the same kind; thereafter nondefinitional similarities are
sought. But, as William James (1916:45) warns, “The essence of religious
experiences...must be that element or quality in them which we can meet
nowhere else” (emphasis added). In order to judge whether the results of
step one meet this standard, we must determine whether they are
restricted to the class, or whether they indicate the presence of more gen-
eral traits and extend to dissimilar categories. Thus, a second step is
required whereby (2) the first class is compared with other, different
classes. Any similarities that are found would preclude those items from
being deemed characteristic of the originals if the goal is to construct a
typology, or explanatory of the phenomena if the goal is to identify a cause.

Consider a simple, formal illustration. We may define two cultures as
containing two traits or institutions each, and further stipulate that this
imaginary universe is composed of Aristotelian categories, which are
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Table 4.1

Culture Trait Times (x} Trait Feature (Presence/Absence)

Culture I Culture IT
Features Traits Traits
1 2 3 4

1 N Y Y Y
2 Y N N N
3 Y N Y Y
4 Y Y N Y
5 Y Y Y N
6 N N Y Y
7 Y N N Y
8 Y Y N N
9 N Y N Y
HE N Y Y N
11 Y N Y N
12 N N N Y
13 N Y N N
14 N N Y N
15 N N N N
ié Y Y Y Y

characterized by necessary and sufficient conditions when considering
class membership. Therefore, each trait can be evaluated for either the
presence or absence of sixteen features; any more would be redundant,
any less would omit seme possibilities (see Table 4.1).

Our primary focus is on trait 1 in culture 1. For whatever reason, from
among the 16 features of this trait, we have selected #11 as being the defin-
ing one that is necessarily present by virtue of its being the kind of cultural
trait that it is. In order to better understand trait 1 both in its own right and
as exemplar of its type, we will compare it with its equivalent in culture IL
Because only trait 3 possesses feature 11, it is judged to be trait 1’s cross-
cultural equivalent {operationalization of this step can be extremely deli-
cate: cf. Armer 1873). Comparison of all features of this pair leads to the
initial conclusion that the class to which traits 1 and 3 belong, which is
defined by the presence of feature 11, also shares features 3, 5, 16, as well
as the absence of features 9, 12, 13, and 15.

Our understanding of this category, however, will be improved immea-
surably if we know which features characterize this pair uniquely. We
therefore eliminate all features from the first result set that are shared with
either traits 2 or 4. This step leaves us with only one nondefinitional feature
as unique to the pair: the absence of feature 9.
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But suppose, again for whatever reason, we had defined trait 1 differ-
ently. Had we selected #7 as the defining feature, and then followed the
procedure described above, our result would have been different. The
equivalent trait in culture Il would have been #4, not #3, and the final
result would have been the absence of feature 10.? The result alters with
the initial trait definition,

From the purely abstract, we may now ‘movetoa socmloglcal example.
LM. Lewis {1989:23} poses the question, “Is possession an entirely arbi-
trary and idiosyncratic affair; or are particular social categories of person
more or less likely to be possessed? If so, and possession can be shown to
run in particular social grooves, what follows from this? Why do people in
certain social positions succumb to possession more readily than others?”
To answer these questions, he ranges widely over the literature reporting
the world’s instances of spirit possession, seeking for recurrent patterns
that will serve as the explanation he needs. In our terms, he compares like
with like, and abstracts similarities. Lewis finds, for instance, that posses-
sion occurs most frequently among the jurally impotent and the sociceco-
nomically disenfranchised, that “the special endowment of mystical
power is given to the weak” (1989:104).

* For this relationship to gain in explanatory power, further comparisons
would be necessary to show that other, independent variables are not also
characterized by being predominantly among the same population. He
must, in other words, compate his likes with unlikes, to verify that the
similarities abstracted from the former do not also characterize the latter.
Perhaps disenfranchisement also describes persons who participate in a
particular political party, and these peripheral persons do not participate
in spirit cults. In this scenario some other variable is necessary to explain
why these disenfranchised persons turned to possession cults, while
other, equally disenfranchised persons opted for a more political solution.
We would also wish to exclude the possibility that the jurally disenfran-
chised characterize ali or most of the religiously committed individuals in
the society, rendering their participation in the possession cults derivative
of this more general trend. Unless these and other possibilities are elimi-
nated, we are left with a simple correlation instead of the intended causal
relationship put forth as unique to these social facts. Instead of explaining
possession as occurring because of jural impotence and disenfranchise-
ment, the actors of possession have been described as being of a certain sort,
but not necessarily of a unique or distinctive sort. Lewis’s model is further
critiqued in Donovan (2000).

The outcome of this, and every comparative enterprise, is obviously
contingent upon which phenomena are admitted into the focal category.
This determines first what similarities are found within the group and
restricts the possibilities of differences to be found between groups. Fvans-
Pritchard (1963:10) agrees: “the classification which necessarily precedes
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comparison depends on which criteria are selected. Were different criteria
to be selected, different conclusions would be reached.” Let’s look again at
the case of spirit mediumship.

Lewis's results are derived from the comparison of instances that fall
within the category of “spirit possession.” He operates with the distinc-
tion “between trance {as a state of altered consciousness) and possession
(as a culturally specific theory of trance and illness}” (1989:9). Thus trance
is an etic category, discernible by external factors, while possession is
emic, and persons, “whether or not [they] are actually in trance,...are
only ‘possessed” when they consider they are, and when other members of
their society endorse this claim or indeed initiate it” {57). The fwo may be
overlapping categories, but they are not necessarily so.

Alternatively, Rouget (1985:7) discerns between trance and possession
by the induction technigue: trance is restricted “solely fo those {states] that
are obtained by means of noise, agitation, and in the presence of others,”
and contrasts principally with ecstasy. Here possession is a subtype of
trance (cf. Firth 1959:141}, contrasted with shamanism, and is distinctive
by virtue of the type of relationship exhibited between man and spirit.
Lewis does not think much of Rouget’s typology, but our point is merely
this: would a cress-cultural review based on Rouget’s definitions yield the
same results as did Lewis’s?

And how are we to deal with Glock and Stark’s (1965} restriction of pos-
session to alleged diabolical agency, contrasted with “revelational” expe-
riences, which are attributed to the divine? Given the Judeo-Christian
chauvinism of this typology (by this standard, Brazilian Candomblé and
Umbanda mediums are not “possessed”), it seems unlikely that Lewis
could have used it for his worldwide review without drastic, and stultify-
ing, consequences.

Problems arose even when we had complete control over our idealjzed
data. Difficulties accrue exponentially when we turn to the real world,
where cultures are composed of more than two traits, and where traits are
never exhaustively characterized in terms of their features. A good defi-
nition can help immeasurably to cut a path through this thicket, assuring
that like can be appropriately compared with like and uniike, with every-
one agreeing upon the categories.

A second argument for the need for definitional clarity would be the
more practical consideration of field identification. Some would contest the
desirability of a universal definition for anything at all. Melford Spiro
(1987:188), rather than believing that the comparative method requires a
consistently applied definition of phenomenon, advocates the opposite.

This insistence on universality in the interests of a comparative social science is, in
my opinion, an obstacle to the comparative method for it leads to continuous
changes in definition and, ultimately, to definitions which, because of their vague-
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ness or abstraciness, are all but useless. And of course they commit the faltacy of
assuming that certain institutions must, in fact, be universal, rather than recogniz-
ing that universality Is a creation of definition.

1, at least, find unclear what Spiro would propose as a more suitable goal.
Perhaps in the back of his mind he is making a distinction recorded by

Platvoet (1990:181):

definitions of “religion”...seem to have been constructed for mainly two pur-
poses: {1) to define what religion “is” where—and whenever it is found; (2) to
define what religion is taken to be in societies that are being studied for the pur-
pose of provisionally delimiting “religion” as an object of study.

Eschewing the first, Spiro would seem to advocate a kind of cultural rela-
tivity when it comes to religion: religion is whatever your informanis call
religion. Worse, it can frequently be whatever the anthropologist calls reli-
gion. Ethnographers often tell us everything about a culture’s religion
except why they believe what they are describing is a “religion.” As Hor-
ton {1960:201) observes, “the reader is simply asked to accept as ‘religious’
any phenomena which the author happens to select for treatment under
this heading.”

While fieldworkers must ever be sympathetic to what they are told by
informants, they cannot accept everything wholly uncritically. Ine this case,
it simply would not work to let informants label religion. While in the Rio,
I became very concerned with being able to estimnate how many adherents
there might be to the sundry Afro-Brazilian cults. Despite frequent lamen-
tations in the literature, the decennial census data are the best to be had.
Wondering about the accuracy of these numbers, I routinely asked people
how they planned to respond to the question “Qual ¢ sua religizc” on the
Upceming census.

T expected individuals who stayed on the periphery of these cults not to
label themselves as being adherents, and I was not disappointed. What
was a surprise, however, was the response I commonly got from the heads
of these houses. Half of the leaders of Candomblé houses with whom I
spoke fully intended to list themselves as Catholics on the 1990 Census.
Among the justifications for this response was always offered the feeling
that somehow Candomblé was not a “real” religion. Catholicism, now
that's a religion (although this is not necessarily a compliment; viz.
Roberto’s “Religido é comercio "}. By contrast, cne mée-de-santo contrasted
the Catholic religido with the Candomblé seita (literally, “sect”).

In any event, had I been dependent upon informants whether to con-
sider Candombié a religion, I would have not been able fo reach any deci-
sion, being split down the middle as they were. Yet it has always been
treated as a religion in the anthropological literature, and not without
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cause. Whereas Spiro, based on this informant response, would have us
remove Candomblé from the list of Brazilian religions, the more appropri-
ate response, I think, is to ask why Brazilian Candombleiros are so reticent
to acknowledge publicly their religion as on par with Catholicism.4 A cul-
tural relativity standard should alert us to be open to novel religious
forms, but ultimately whether something is denominated a “religion”
must be decided independently of whether informants happen to recog-
nize it as such.’

A good definition to identify field phenomena will, of course, also
heighten the uniformity of the resulting set used in analyses. The ’argw
ments for a universal definition, in other words, are not independent
Instead, it can be seen that every stage of the research process presents its-
own justifications for a good definition.

F)ur advice, then, is that writers should explicitly define how they are
using all terms, even when they feel the meanings are obvious. This may
initially make matters worse, as we will see how much incongruity is actu-
all.y beneath our discipline’s facade of mutual intelligibility. But through
this confusion lies the only road to terminological consistency and the regal
goal of valid comparison.

DEFINING RELIGION: PROSPECTS

Without a useful definition, anthropology cannot collocate phenomena
for comparison and study. Given this need, we might suppose that anthro-
pf)loglsts would allow at least the desirability of uniformly defining reli-
gion, despite the problems associated with deciding just what form that
deﬁr;lition should take. A fractious bunch, we cannot concede even this
much.

Asad (1983:252) and Dittes (1968:417) are especially pessimistic. If for the
former, “Universal definitions of religion hinder. ..investigations,” the lat-
ter argues, “Definitions and descriptions which attempt to embrace in a
single statement the religions of diverse cultures invariably seem to lose
the critical significant characteristics of any one.” Dittes has misunderstood
the purpose of definition, believing as did Bosanquet (1979[1920]:27) that
f ‘to restrict and define” is “to omit and to diminish.” But a definition is not
intended to be a complete description of any specific instance, but rather of
the generic qualities of the class to which the instance belongs. It might
omit, but this is not necessarily to diminish.

Alston (1967) suggests that the way around the limitations of the “single
statement” definition type is a list of nine “religion-making characteristics”:

I.f tt is true that .the religion-making characteristics neither singly nor in combina-
tl.on constitute tight necessary and sufficient conditions for something being a reli-
gion, and_ yet that each of them contributes to making something a religion, then it
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must be that they are related in some louser way to the application of the term, Per-
haps the best way to put it is this. When enough of these characteristics are pres-
ent to a sufficient degree, we have a rweligion.6

Southwold (1978) proposes a similar checklist approach using twelve ini-
tial attributes. He writes, “The word ‘religion’ designates cultural systems
which have at least some of these attributes” (371).

Southwold’s treatment is less sophisticated than Alston’s, the latter rec-
ognizing problems not admitted by the first. For instance, unless some
minimal number of list items is specified as being required, then both lists
can be used to characterize any cuitural system. Southwold’s atiribute 4
(“Ritual practices”} describes much more than religion, but he does not
require that more than one attribute be present to characterize religion.
Even should we add another attribute, say, number 10 (A priesthood, or
similar specialist. .. elite”), we have still not distinguished religion.” Alston
(1967:142), however, recognizes the desirability of being more precise:

if we fried to say something like “for a religion to exist, there must be the first two
[religion-making characteristics] plus any three others,” or “for a religion to exist,
any four of these characteristics must be present,” we would be introducing a
degree of precision not to be found in the concept of religion actually in use.

Alston proposes a solution unrecognized by Southwold. Southwold is
only able to conceive of definitions as being of two types, Nominal and
Real. The Real definition, which he defines as “A precise statement of the
essential nature of a thing,” is unobtainable in the case of religion, hence
definition “ought not to be attempted” (1978:370).

There is, however, another type of definition beyond the Aristotelian
necessary and sufficient conditions. Most categories of human thought are
instead radial, defined by Lakoff (1987:5) as a conceptual structure “where
there is a central case [prototype] and conventionalized variations on it
which cannot be predicted by general rules.” By this model, definitions
can be used to characterize the central or prototypical case. Deviations
from the prototypical are then viewed as being part of the overall category,
but as being less good representatives of it. In a common example, a pen-
guin is clearly a bird, although less of one conceptually than the prototyp-
ical robin. The failure to accord all instances of religion definitional parity
is not grounds to eschew definitions, but rather a reason to forego insis-
tence upon artificial Aristotelian categories.

Alston leans in this direction. Referring to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notion
of “family-resemblances,” he offers Roman Catholicism, Orthodox Judaism,
and Orphism as “ideally clear paradigm cases of religion.” He contends:

As more of the religion-making characteristics drop out, either partially or com-
pletely, we feel less secure about applying the term “religion,” and there will be
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less unanimity in the language community with respect to the application of the
term. However, there do not seem to be points aleng these various dimensions of
deviations that serve as a sharp demarcation of religion from not-religion. It is sim-
ply that we encounter less and less obvious cases of religion as we move from, for
example, Roman Catholicism through Unitarianism, humanism, and Hinayana
Buddhism to communism. (1967:142)

One might conclude ther, that while not all anthropologists agree thata
useful and universally applicable definition is desirable, most of their
objections are based on a limited view as to the structure of intellectual
categories. While identification of unequivocal instances of religion, and
operationalizing a continuum of increasing distance from these proto-
types remain problematic, there is nothing logically precluding their suc-
cessful resolutions.

DEFINITIONS OF RELIGION: FOURFOLD TYPOLOGY

Earlier attempts to bring order to the definitional chaos surrounding
religion have generated a number of typologies. For instance, Leuba
{1912:24-25}, citing Wundt, offers a three-part classification:

In the first group, a specific intelleciual function or purpose is chosen as the
essence of the distinguishing mark of religion; in the second, specific feelings, sen-
timents, or emotions are singled out as the religious differentiae; in the third, the
will--this term being used in its wider meaning, to include desire, cravings, and
impulses—is given the ptace occupied by the intellect or the feelings in the other
groups.

Clark (3958) reports that an unsystematic survey of the members of the
Society for the Scientific Study of Religion yielded definitions that fell into
six broad groups (plus one “indeterminate” category): (1) Concepts of the
supernatural, spiritual or non-material; (2) Concepts regarding ultimates
or the ultimate; (3) Definitions involving group concepts; (4) Ideas con-
cerning the institutional and creedal; (5) Ideas emphasizing theology; and
{6) Ideas of interaction between the inner and ocuter aspects of life.

More typically, sccial scientists have found simple dichotomies to be
useful. Goody (1961), for instance, contrasts “exclusive” and “inclusive”
definitions of religion, typified by Tylor and Durkheim, respectively.
Berger (1974:126) distills the predeminant approaches into the “subsfan-
tively defined, in terms of the meaning contents of the phenomenen [and
the] functionally defined, in terms of its place in the social and/or psycho-
logical system.”

Such bipartite schemes can be read as distingtishing between objective
and abstract criteria. Objective criteria, such as the presence of supernatu-
ralisms, are those that are observable in the real world. Abstract criteria,
by contrast, reside not in the real world but in the minds of the analyzers
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who use real world observables to infer the presence or operation of unob-
servables.

Definitions in this essay preserve this bifurcation, but I find it useful to
make further distinctions within each of the two groups. Objective defini-
tions are comprised of either (1) content or (2) behavioral (performative)
criteria. Here, the anthropologist seeks to identify religion by what people
say or do. The two kinds of abstract definitions are (3) mental and (4) func-
tional, and are identified respectively by the person’s emotional or psy-
chological responses (i.e., what it does to you), or by the needs fulfilled by
it (what it does for you).

These categories are not mutually exclusive: “The use of abstract or con-
crete categories cannot be an either/or proposition. Actually the co-existence
of these two approaches serves as a check upon the abuses to which each
is susceptible” {Sjoberg 1955:111). Many definitions of religion, especially
the more elaborate ones, could be placed in more than one class;
Durkheim is particularly problematic. This multivocality of religion con-
tributes the problem of consistency: “Since a single social scientist may
include several ideas in his definition of religion, we may suspect that
there is a temptation to use it in one sense at one time and in a different
sense at another” (Clark 1958:146). Despite the potential pitfalls, this
undeniable polysemousness will have to be accounted for within the res-
olution of cur problem.

Content Definitions

Content definitions seek to identify religion based upon the presence of
specific symbols. Almost exclusively the symbols reference supernaturals
of some sort. The classic instance of this type is offered by Tylor {1979
{1873]:10): “It seerns best... to claim, as a minimum definition of religion,
the belief in Spiritual Beings.”® This influential position has been sec-
onded unambiguously by Max Muller (“the Infinite,” quoted by
Durkheim 1975[1899}:76), as well as by more modern proponents of this
criterion such as Anthony Wallace (“It is the premise of every reli-
gion...that souls, supernatural beings, and supernatural forces exist,”
quoted by W. Goodenough 1974:166), and Raymond Firth (1959:131,
“Religion may be defined as a concern of man in society with basic
human ends and standards of value, seen in relation to non-human enti-
ties of powers”}.

Although Durkheim will be discussed extensively in the next section,
his influential distinction between the sacred and the profane is intro-
duced here:

All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex, present one common
characteristic: they presuppose a classification of alt the things, real and ideal, of
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which men think, inte two classes or cpposed groups, generally designated by
two distinct terms which are translated well enough by the words profane and
sacred. (1965[1915]:52)

Two readings of the sacred are possible, and differ by whether “sacred” is
assigned a content and functions semantically as a synonym for “super-
natural.” This interpretation Durkheim himself would reject, but, as we
shall see, it is a possibility that is in fact a logical implication of his own
discussion. Thus Paden (1988:11) can state:

What characterizes religious behavior is that it takes place with reference to things
that are sacred. If the old defining referent of religion was “God” (and most West-
ern dictionaries still define religion as the worship of a supreme being}, the more
modern, cross-cultural term is the sacred...The sacred can...have any content,
though to the adherent it is always something of extraordinary power and reality.

At a certain level, Paden offers “sacred” as a neutral alternative to “God,”
and in any event what is sacred still seems to be necessarily some fhing
despite the admitted freedom to assume a wide variety of forms.

By a second reading, however, “sacred” belongs not in a content cate-
gory, but in an emotional one. According to Marvin Harris’s (1968:478)
interpretation of Durkheim,

all the basic concepts associated with religion... originate in the recurrent experi-
ence by which human beings feel the force and majesty of the social group. Men
collectively invent the basic categories of religion in order to explain the unseen
but felt force of the collective consciousness.

Here, the “sacred” is identified by its psychological impact, not by its con-
tent, and becomes synonymous with Otto’s “numinous,” to be discussed
below.

We may simply note, therefore, that sacred is itself a problematic concept
and, therefore, one that can shed little light upon the meaning of religion.
In any event, the sacred/profane distinction that Durkheim suggests to
uniquely characterize religion necessarily fails because, as both Goody
{1961, considering the Azande and the LoDagaa) and Southwold (1978,
discussing Buddhism) conclude, this bifurcation of reality is not a cultural
universal, and when applied inappropriately leads to many classification
decisions that go against common sense.

When ascertaining the appeal of a content definition, we should keep in
mind what a useful definition should provide. According to Weigert
(1974:181), '

there are two generally accepted criteria for a successful concept: 1. at the level of the-
ory, it should contain logical characteristics which distinguish it from other concepts;




74 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Retigion

2. at the level of observables, it should be operationalized in such a way as to allow
phenomena to be named and classified in an orderly and unambiguous manner.

What this means is, first, that religion should be defined in some way that
distinguishes it from other categories at the same level within the intellec-
tual hierarchy. Thus, so long as we wish to continue talking about reki-
gious, political, and economic institutions, which Da Matta (1991 [1979]:67)
judges to “be complementary, but [that] they do not coincide,” these
should all be defined in such a way as to be distinguishable one from the
other. Second, the criteria we settle upon to make our theoretical distinc-
tions should be reliably, and preferably readily, discernible in the field. Lit-
tle would be gained if religion were defined by some set of attributes that
all agreed “captured” the phenomena but that eluded ready or even pos-
sible identification in the real world. In this category would be efforts in
American constitutional law to limit the scope of “religion” for Free Exer-
cise purposes to that which carries “exiratemporal consequences”
(Choper 1995). How are we to ascertain what acts carry such conse-
quences in the (supposed) afterlife? At best, we can only list those that are
feared to carry these consequences.

By Weigert's standard, content definitions are without peer. Indeed,
Spiro (1987:191) warns that without them, all sociocultural phenomena
would blur together into an indistinguishable smear. These definitions are
characterized by the necessary presence of iconic representations, linguis-

tic tokens, or class of objects: religion is defined by what it talks about or oth- -

erwise refers to, and this information is relatively easy to come by.
Moreover, the claim that “notions about the sacred and about spirituai
beings” (Morris 1987:1) are universal dovetails neatly with the acknowl-
edged universality of religion itself. Given such credentials, the content
definition seems to be the default value for most people; unless they have
consciously articulated an alternative type, they implicitly begin with a
content definition of supernaturalism.

Some social scientists have gravitated toward content definitions
because they are dissatisfied with the alternatives (e.g., Berger 1974), or
because of the necessary implications of their larger theoretical contexts
(e.g., Spiro 1987; see below). Rodney Stark, however, offers the best
defense of content definitions on their own merits.

In an earlier work Stark advocated a scheme whereby religions were
viewed as one of two types of value orientations, defined as those “over-
arching and sacred systems of symbols, beliefs, values, and practices con-
cerning ultimate meaning which men shape to interpret their world”
(Glock and Stark 1965:9). These systems come in two general types, or
“perspective reatms”:

In one realm, all value orientations include some statement affirming the existence
of a supernatural being, world, or force, and predicate their ultimate solutions on
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this assumption. We shall call these refigious perspectives. Value orientations in the
second realm do not posit a supernatural, but limit their statements about ultimate
meaning to the material world, although often to past er future versions of it. We
may refer to this second type as humanist perspectives. (10-11)

Labeling only one perspective “religion” beneath the higher-order cate-
gory “value orientations” reminds us of Southwold’s (1978:367} “super-
class, called say ‘religion-plus,”... [which] may weil seem a scientifically
more valuable category than that of religion simply. We should have pre-
served the purity of our conception of religion at the expense of demoting
it in the conceptual hierarchy.”

Many social scientists would recognize Stark’s distinctions, although
they might refer to both perspectives as being religions, with the distinc-
tion being between the supernaturat and the secular. In later works, how-
ever, Stark (1981; Stark and Bainbridge 1985) expressly argues against this
reading, stressing that his scheme is better because it is theoretically pro-
ductive. The religious and humanist perspectives are not merely variant
forms of value orientations; rather, the former is hierarchically superior to
the latter.

Introducing new terminology, Stark defines religions as “systems of
general compensators based on supernatural assumptions” {1981:162). By
compensator, Stark is referring to the substitutes “for rewards that are
unavailable to many, and for those not directly available to anyone....
[Humans] will often exchange rewards of considerable vahie over a long
period of time in return for compensators, in the hope that a reward of
immense value will eveniually be forthcoming in return” (160-61). Stark
argues that while not all compensator systems need be supernatural, or
religious, those that are not are demonstrably inferior. Failure to make this
distinction by refusing to restrict religion to supernaturalisms, Stark sug-
gests, blinds one to many patterns of involvement with value orientations.
Hence his adamant assertion that “a religion lacking supernatural
assumptions is no religion at all” (159).

Stark holds that “to the extent a religious organization ‘demythologizes’
and moves toward naturalism, it will fail to kindle the levels of commit-
ment obtained during a more supernaturally-oriented period” (164). He
further observes, “People tend not to remain in secularity and, more
important, secularity travels poorly down the family tree” (168). Ulti-
mately, “the attempt to create religions without gods results in religions
which are inherently lacking in appeal” (170), so that movements that
were originally humanist/secular sought to increase their popularity and
increase their followers commitment, experienced “a movement toward
mysticism” (172). He cites the progressions experienced by Jungianism
and est, to which we could add Scientology, and notes that “What can be
read on the walls of Seattle is the transformation of militant lesbians, filled
with dark talk of arms and ammunition and boundless hopes of triumph
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into a coven of witches” (172). Stark concludes that the "truly priceless
compensators can come only from the gods. Therefore wholly naturalistic
systems of thought lack the capacity to fulfill the primary functions of reli-
gions. Therefore they are not religions” {175).

If content religions are to be criticized, Stark at least allows the criticism
to occur on meaningful ground. Most can agree with his major points,
especially his assertion that not all systems of thoughts are equally adept
at fulfilling the “functions of religions.” If they were, the phenomena of
religious conversion and religious evolution would be inexplicable.

But by venturing along this line of thinking, Stark has left far behind his
original conception of religion. Within his reformulation, if real religion is
effective religion, then supernaturalisms are less important than belief in
supernaturalisms, because it is one’s willingness to accept the compen-
sators that renders the benefit. Supernaturalisms are not better because
they are supernatural, but because their being supernatural contributes to
their being more believable and acceptable as compensators for post-
poned rewards because they are less falsifiable.

The assumption seems to be that, as Homo economicus, man naturally
senses the market value of everything, and behaves rationally according
to that information. Yet as soon as belief becomes the relevant dimension,
then this chain of reasoning, by which Stark concludes that naturalistic
compensators are inherently more limited in their appeal, is inappropri-
ate, because believing is nof a wholly reasonable, much less logical, pro-

cess. People do, indeed often act against what is in their own best interests -

when viewed dispassionately.

Most of the phenomena that Stark cites can be accounted for on a con-
tinuum of religious efficacy independent of form. It was for this reason
that Allport, for instance, found it profitable to explore the intrinsic/
extrinsic religious otientations (cf. Allport and Ross 1967; Batson and Ven-
tis 1982). Stark’s defense of the definition of religion as necessarily super-
naturalistic fails not because it is wrong, but because it is superfluous to
his more substantial and valuable suggestions; in the context of advocat-
ing a content definition, he speaks in terms of functions and beliefs. This
suggests the inadequacy of his initial assertion.

The weakness of this definitional strategy magnifies when considering
more closely the group of phenomena that the definition captures within
its net. Ideally, it should capture everything that is religion, and nothing
that is not. Strictly applied, supernatural definitions fail on both counts.

Armer (1973:62-63) warns that “sampling based on identical (ie.,
absolute) criteria may result in (1) quite inequivalent samples in some
societies or (2) no sample at all in societies lacking populations that meet
the particular criteria.” This is the context in which the problem of Bud-
dhism arises. If religion is defined by the presence of supernaturalism,
then Buddhism is not a religion, even though most, if not all students of

L
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religion wish to include it within the category. This exclusion is unaccept-
able, and some unconvincing attemnpts have been made to show that Bud-
dhism does have supernatural elements (Southwold [1978] reviews this
debate). Durkheim (1975[1899]), however, uses this case to demonstrate
the inadequacy of theistic definitions, a conclusion with which Southwold
(1978) agrees.

Besides excluding instances we wish to include, a supematural defi-
nition includes items we wish omitted. Superstitions and folktales, for
instance, are replete with supernatural references, vet few researchers
would consider them religious phenomena. “In using a symbol-carrier,
say an oath, people do not necessarily use the symbol. Yet how often in
speaking of a primitive religion do we not make inferential statements
about symbolic behaviour because we see some people carrying or han-
dling objects which others have stated are symbolic” (Firth 1959:140).
Because inclusion of these undesirable elements within ethnographies
rarely occurs, we are obviously witnessing selective omission. The adher-
ent of the content definition has failed to apply the definition strictly. This
means that the fieldworker is necessarily preselecting his data to conform
with his expectations, and not with his definition, a slipshod methodology
indeed.

We can summarize this discussion by stating that the preponderance of
supernatural definitions demonstrates that they refer to a significant core
of what we know to be “religion.” A content definition highlighting super-
naturalisms would be the best kind of definition if it collocated phenom-
ena as we demand. Instead, we are presented with a theoretically
meaningless hodgepodge of cultural bits: “The serious objection to theis-
tic definitions and conceptions of religion is not that they fail to be univer-
sal but rather that they are too superficial” {Southwold 1978:367}. Given
this flaw, the options are either to ignore it, and compensate via ad hoc,
extradefinitional judgments, or to recast our definition ir other terms.

Behavioral/Performative Definitions

A second type of definition specifying objective criteria is the behav-
ioral/performative. Such definitions attempt to identify religion by what
people do, that is, through actions that we usually term ritual. Whatever
else is entailed by religion, behaviors are its most salient features. Anthro-
pologists are, if nothing else, observers, and what we observe are behav-
iors. Anthropologists, therefore, are particularly prone to distill “religion”
down to “ritual” (c¢f. Douglas 1984{1966]:65).

Examples of this type of definition are Kishimoto (1961:240), who holds
that “religion is an aspect of culture centered upon activities which are
taken by those who participate in them to elucidate the ultimate meaning
of life,” and Gans (1990:120), who asserts that “Religion can most simply
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be defined as the activity that commemorates human origin.” Others
include Horton {“in every situation commonly labeled religious we are
dealing with action”; 1960:), Paden (“religion is something people do”;
1988:10), and Worsley (“religion is a cluster of beliefs which are used”;
1969:229).

Finally, although Morris (1987:69) claims that “Weber refused to define
religion,” one can at least see the direction in which Weber was headed:
“The relationships of men to supernatural forces which take the forms of
prayer, sacrifice and worship may be termed “‘cult’ and “religion,” as distin-
guished from ‘sorcery,” which is magical coercion” (Weber 1963[1922]:28).

Durkheim’s multifaceted approach to religion alse emphasized the
behavioral dimension of religion. In The Elementary Forms of the Religious
Life (1965[1915)), he offers the oft-cited conclusion that “In all history, we
do not find a single religion without a Church,” “Church” having been
defined previously as “common practices” {(59}.

Searching for a usable definition of religion, Durkheim wants to rely on
external behavior. He notes: “There is a category of religious facts which is
commonly accepted as being especially characteristic of religion and
which as a result ought to give us what we are looking for [a definition],
namely ritual” (1975[1899]:87-88). Unfortunately, as he also notes, ritual,
even if it is typical of religion, does not characterize only religion: “There
are no social practices... which do not have the same characteristic... . If
we have been unable to make it the prime element of our definition, it is

because, considered by itself and in its intrinsic characteristics, it is indis--

tinct from morality and law” (88, 91}.

Looking for something distinctive about religious rituals, Durkheim is
drawn toward their compulsory nature. While morality and law compel
obligatory practices, religious ritual demands obligatory beliefs or “représen-
tations,” Thus, “phenomena held to be religious consist in obligatory beliefs,
connected with clearly defined practices which are related to given objects
of those beliefs [the sacred things discussed in the previous section]” (93).

Durkheim'’s approach is flawed in two ways. First, in an effort to be
thorough he takes with one hand what he has given with the other. He
concedes that not all religious phenomena are of the character he has spec-
ified: “If one does not want to be open to grave misunderstanding, it is
necessary to be aware of confusing a free, private, optional religion, fash-
ioned according to one’s own needs and understanding, with a religion
handed down by tradition, formulated for a whole group and which it is
obligatory to practise” (96). Second, while he seeks to minimize individu-
alistic religion when compared to his socially cohesive and obligatory reli-
gion, he does not back away from naming the former a “religion.” Indeed,
having warned that it can be only a “secondary consideration,” he amends
his definition: “In addition, the optional beliefs and practices which con-
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cern similar objects or objects assimitated into the previous ones, will also
be called religicus phenomena” (98).

Durkheim concludes that religion consists of those beliefs and practu:es,
both optional and obligatory, which are directed toward sacred objects. In
other words, any belief, and any practice, so long as it is directed toward
the sacred, is said to be religious. By overspecification, Durkheim'’s defin-
ing criteria cancel themselves out. We are left with an ambiguous and
unintended emphasis upon the sbject of religion. As a consequence, one
gets the many readings of “sacred” discussed previously, and something
that looks very much like a content definition.

Even if this were not the case, many anthropologists would object to
Durkheim’s characterization of individual religion as secondary and com-
paratively inconsequential. Other researchers would want to reverse this

priority:

Bodin as both religious virtuoso and diplomat conveys a clear sense that religion
exists in two “guises,” inner or personal and outward, and that the authentic core
and essential definition relates to the former, relying on a definition, often
repeated, from Philo of Alexander: “Religion is nothing other than the turning of a
purified soul to the true God.” This suggests that where civil and compulsory
forms of religion differ from one’s inner conviction, one may conform, regarding
as religiously indifferent any governmental requirements. (Preus 1987:6-7)

Arnother flaw of Durkheim’s definition is that, like Stark, he uninten-
tionally changes focus, He states initially that “only the exterior and
apparent form of religious phenomena is immediately accessible to obser-
vation; [and that] it is to this therefore that we must apply ourselves”
(1975[1899}:87). Applying this method, he examines ritual, isolates “oblig-
atoriness” as a defining attribute, and with this constructs his definition.
But the quality of being cbligatory is not “external and apparent,” nor is it
“immediately accessible to observation.”

As Southwold (1978:366) points out, “One can never infer a man’s beliefs
from his behaviour alone: for any course of behaviour is consistent with
more than one possible set of beliefs.” These methodological problems are
further articulated by Sjoberg (1955:113}:

There is particular need for standardizing and objectifying the procedures by
which imputations are made concerning the “subjective” aspects of human expe-
rience, data which are not directly observable. Just how to standardize the impu-
tation of meanings to human action is a pressing issue in ali the socio-cultural
sciences. When a person enters a place of “worship,” just what “meaning” is to be
attached to his action? One can observe and record the act easily enough, but
impuling meanings to it is another matter.
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Durkheim seems to suggest that participation is equivalent to belief. He
leaves no room for the agnostic or atheist, as practice definitionally means
belief; and if the practices are obligatory, then everyone is by definition a
staunch believer. (Mary Douglas [1984(1966):21] notes still further incon-
sistencies within Durkheim'’s definition of religion.)

The preceding discussion is a reminder that ritual is a lower order con-
cept than is religion, and not a synonym. Failure to accord each of these
categories their respective statuses can result in some grating lapses where
anthropologists talk about religion, having studied only ritual. Rosaldo
(1989:12-13), when dealing with the topic of death, observes how the
emphasis on ritual can effectively skew a sense of understanding of the
higher class of phenomena. The moral here is to call things what they are.
To speak of “religion” when one has studied only ritual is misleading, and
vice versa.

The original objection to using behavior {ritual) as the sole defining cri-
terion for religion thus remains: most-—if not all-—social interaction would
be captured in this net. Equally serious, however, is the charge that behav-
ioral definitions fail to be self-sustaining. As Durkheim’s attempt ililus-
trates, one begins talking about behavior, and ends talking about beliefs
and other mental constructs. Definitions of religion based upon behaviors
are logically inconsistent and conceptually useless. To the extent that there
exists a religion/behavior relationship, one may suspect that religions
motivate behavior, but that any direct, one-to-one relationship cannot be
substantiated. :

Mental Definitions

Abstract definitions follow a different tack. Rather than appealing to
one’'s senses, as in the objective strategy, the definitional criteria here are
not directly observable. Empirical indicators are held to be important only
to the extent to which they signify the operation of unobservable variables
and processes, The first of two categories within this class are mental def-
initions, to be discussed here; the second, functional type will be discussed
in the next section.

Although encompassing a wide variety of dimensions, mental defini-
tions have in common the assumption that what makes religion “religion”
goes on in the head. What that “something” might be, of course, varies. To
some, religion is an emotion; to others, it is a belief, to yet others, it is an
expression of psychodynamic processes.

Among those who regard religion as being foremost an emotion are
Erich Fromm (1953: 92), who dissects the religious experience into won-
der, concern, and an attitude of oneness, and William James (1916:31, 38),
who, having at one point defined religion as an apprehended “relation
to...the divine,” goes on fo clarify that what is divine is whatever “the
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individual feels impelled to respond to solemnly and gravely, and neither
by a curse nor a jest.” Lowie (“religious thrill,” 1924), and Marrett {“awe,”
see Leuba 1912: 359) also belong in this category.

Epitomizing this approach is Rudolf Otto’s The Idea of the Holy (1950).
Otto’s attempt, as he states in his introduction to the first English editior,
is “to analyse all the more exactly the feeling which remains where the con-
cept fails” (1950:xxi). The concept of deity, Otto explains, is part rational
and part irrational. The latter is usually emphasized because language is
intended to convey rational meanings (j.e., ideas and concepts}, hence
“expositions of religious truth in language inevitably tend to stress the
‘rational” attributes of God” (2). The core of religion for Otto resides not in
the rationalizations, but in the ineffable “holy,” a holiness shorn of its
intellectualized content. He intends to “invent a special term to stand for
‘the holy” minus its moral factor or ‘moment,” and...minus its ‘rational’
aspect altogether” (6).

It will be our endeavour to suggest this unnamed Something to the reader as far as
we may, so that he may himself feel it. There is no religion in which it does not live
as the real inmnermost core, and without it no religion would be worthy of the
name.... I shall speak, then, of a unique ‘numinous’ state of mind, which is always
found wherever the category is applied. This mental state is perfectly suf generis and
irreducible to any other; and therefore, like every absolutely primary and elemen-
tary datum, while it admits of being discussed, it cannot be strictly defined. (67}

Despite his caveat that the numinous cannot be strictly defined, and his
warning that any reader who is unabie to intuitively identify within himself
the “deeply-felt religious experience” to which he is referring should “read
no farther” (8), Otto still manages to dedicate an entire book to the subject.

Enough has been said to characterize the types of definitions that
belong here. The advantage of emotional definitions is that they aim to
include as a marker of the phenomena the valuation with which it is held.
Religion is important to its participants, and any theorizing that does not
allow, much less account for this affective dimension has missed some-
thing vital. However, as early as 1912 Leuba had identified the flaw in this
definitional strategy. “The truth of the matter is...each and every human
emotion and sentiment may appear in religion, and that no affective expe-
rience as such is distinctive of religious iife” (1912:37). There exists, in
other words, no emotional experience that is evoked only in the religious
context. The emotions proposed, then, must be argued to be present in
greater or lesser degrees in religion than in other institutions, an approach
that thus far has escaped reliable operationalization.

The second category under the heading of mental definitions is labeled
“cognitive,” and refers to those propositions in which cone “believes,” “has
faith,” or to which one is “committed.” While many researchers imply the
presence of beliefs, few writers formaily advocate belief as a defining van-
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able of religion, although we might note that Tylor’s classic minimal defi-
nition was phrased in these terms. Instead, this dimension becomes
prominent in less structured contexts, as, for instance, when positivism is
said to be a religion because it accepts some of its fundamental postulates
(e.g., that the universe is rule-driven and that these rules are constant over
both time and space) with a leap of faith not unlike that which character-
izes belief in God. Thus Spiro (1987:103) can say that “the role of the “will
to believe’ in the acceptance of scientific ideas is as prominent as the role
that William James attributed to it in the acceptance of religious doc-
trires.”

An example of how believing can be incorporated into the definition of
religion comes from Thakur, who begins by proposing that “it would
seem to be a necessary condition for a belief-system to be religious that
some at least of its propositions be metaphysical” (1981:25). He continues
by characterizing belief:

When & person commits himself to a religion, he accepts that the metaphysical
entities, etc. postulated by the relevant system do actually exist. He does not, for
example, consider them merely logically possible or philosophically plausible. He
assumes the truth of the metaphysical propositions asserted or implied by the reli-
gion in question, as indeed of certain other propositions. For the believer, that is,
they are not tentative hypotheses, awaiting verification or falsification by events,
or even philosophical examination. by rational criteria.? (29)

Because Thakur links belief-commitment to action-commitments (as does

Spiro, who claims that “beliefs...not only guide, but they also serve to
instigate action” [1987:164]), we might stress that, technically speaking, he
uses “belief’ in a sense that perhaps should be reserved for “faith” (Dono-
van 1991},

While it is unclear why the state of believing has not been exploited
more often, we can point out that there are indeed serious obstacles to its
utility to identify a unique culture set. If believing or having faith is to be
unique to religion, then other sets formally defined by the social sciences
must exclude this variable. The possibilities of this, however, are slim.

In 1931, Kurt Godel “showed that {Whitehead and Russell’s] Principia,
or any other system within which arithmetic can be developed, is essen-
tially incomplete. In other words, given any consistent set of arithmetical
axioms, there are true arithmetical statements that cannot be derived from
the set” (Nagel and Newman 1958:58-59). Thus, some part of even the
most precisely deductive system must be taken on faith.

This conclusion applies to any formal system. But, as Heijenoort
(1967:356) notes, “all sciences other than mathematics are so remote from
a complete formalization that [Godel’s] conclusion remains of little conse-
quence outside mathematics.” Still, because complete formalization is the
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ideal state toward which all sciences aspire, the implication is that all such
systems have a belief component.

Nevertheless few would regard mathematics as a religion because it has
inherently unprovable assumptions taken utterly on faith. Thus any
attempt to divvy up cultural reality into parts that necessarily include
beliefs, and parts that do not, will fail to the extent that both the reality
being divided and the act of dividing partake of belief-grounded systems:
everything is religious. However important believing is to religion (e.g., E.
Goodenough 1986:3), believing is not ipso facto religious. Again, Leuba
(1912:34-35) provides a pithy summary:

A belief or a feeling can at best constitute a prominent or a dominant componeni
of the total religious experience; but prominence or dominance is not synonymous
with “essence” or with “vital element.” The error of the definitions we have con-
sidered consists in identifying with religion itself mere aspects of religious life.

The most that can be ventured is that, if beliefs are organized hierarchi-
cally, religious beliefs are those at the top. I should make clear that being
“at the top” does not refer to having content on the broadest (e.g., “cos-
mic” or “ultimate”) level. Rather, it refers to the priority that it carries, and
influence that it exerts, over the wider belief structure. Assuming that all
beliefs lower than belief X in the hierarchy cannot overtly contradict X (a
gross assumption, admittedly, and overlooking the fact of cognitive disso-
nance), then “religion” is that belief that, by being at the top of the hierar-
chy, forces compliance on every lower belief. This view is perhaps one
way of dealing with the concept of commitment, which crops up during
attempts to characterize religion.

Resistance to this approach is logical, philosophical, and disciplinary.
Anthropologists are not usuatly trained to map the cognitive structures of
their informants, this being traditionally the domain of psychologists. Par-
ticipant observation is a behavior-oriented method, and "We cannot logi-
cally define religion in terms of belief and go on to treat it in terms of
behavior” {W. Goodenough 1974:166). To define religion as the apex of a
person’s belief hierarchy might well define religion out of anthropology
altogether.

The third and final type of mental definition shares with the first two an
emphasis upon what is going on in the minds of informants. It differs,
however, by attributing the emotions and beliefs explicitly to underlying
psychodynamics. Freud's The Future of an IHusion (1961a{1927]:30) is, of
course, the archetype of this approach:

[Religious ideas], which are given out as teachings, are not precipitates of experi-
ence or end-results of thinking: they are illusions, fulfillments of the oldest,
strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind. The secret of their strength les in
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the strength of those wishes. As we already know, the terrifying impression of
helplessness in childhood aroused the need for protection—for protection through
love—which was provided by the father; and the recognition that this helplessness
lasts throughout life made it necessary to cling to the existence of a father, but this
time a more powerful one. Thus the benevolent rule of a divine Providence allays
our fear of the dangers of life.

Freud concludes this essay with his famous statement that “Religion
would thus be the universal obsessional neurosis of humanity” (43}.

Among anthropologists, Melford Spiro has conducted an impressive
body of research that falls within this category. From one perspective,
Spiro is a classic representative of the content strategy of definition:

By “religious belief” I will mean any belief that, directly or indirectly, relates to
beings who possess greater power than human beings and animals, with whom
human beings sustain asymmetrical relationships (interactions and transactions),
and who affect human lives for good ot for ill. In short, “religious” beliefs com-
prise that subset of beliefs which, directly or indirectly, are concerned with ‘super-
human’ beings. {1987:163)

Religion for Spiro is defined as “an institution consisting of culturally pat-
terned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman beings” (197).
Spiro credits his emphasis upon the superhuman'® dimension to the legit-
imate respect that must be paid to “the criterion of intracultural intuitiv-
ity; at the least, fthe definition] should not be counter-intuitive” (192).

It is unclear, however, whether Spiro’s definition passes his own test.
According to Herbrechtsmeier (1993), the “superhuman” concept wrecks
havoc within the belief system of Buddhism, emphasizing the wrong
thing in Mahayana versions and relegating Theraveda schools cut of reli-
gion altogether, both resuits going against the grain of “intracuitural intu-
itivity.” Even more perplexing is what this standard does to such
Protestant theologians such as Paul Tillich.

While we would not want to say that Bultrnann and Tillich were proponents of a
nontheistic religion, their understanding of God was so sophisticated that to
describe it as reverence for “superhuman beings” ... would be the grossest of dis-
tortions. (Herbrechismeier 1993:9)

So Spiro’s standard would force us either to miss the point of Tillich’s
work, or to categorize that work as nonreligious. Either result would,
again, fail the test of “intracultural intuitivity.”

Spiro did not arrive at his formulation unmotivated. The psychody-
namic edifice that he constructs is possible only if religion is restricted to
those culture sets that profess an active belief in superhumans, and this
may have had something to do with his unique choice of terms.

Defining Religion ' 85

In attempting to explain why “religious actors believe in the reality of
the mythicoreligious world” (1987:183), Spiro first notes the benefits that
can be rendered by participation in the system: “religion is the cultural
system par excellence by means of which conflict-resolution is achieved,”
and serves as “a highly efficient culturally constituted defense mecha-
nism” (159). Not just any system, however, will elicit the necessary emo-
tional reaction from the participant, however. It must, as it were, strike a
chord:

any cultural system is a vital force in society so long as there is a correspondence
between the symbols in which cultural doctrines are represented and their repre-
sentation as beliefs in the minds of social actors. When such a correspondence does
not obtain, a cultural system may yet survive, but it survives as a fossil-—as a set of
clichés—rather than as a living force. (183)

For religion to be effective, a match must exist between the institution
and some level of the psychology of the person; the benefits rendered by
participation in the institution motivate the individual to seek cut such a
match (See Dahl 1975).

On the whole, we would not disagree with at least this ruch. But Spiro
goes yet further. Drawing on Freud, he summarizes his theoretical position:

The theory, briefly, states that it is in the context of the family that the child experi-
ences powerful beings, both benevolent and malevolent, who—by various means
which are learned in the socialization process—can sometimes be induced to
accede to his desires. These experiences provide the basic ingredients for his per-
sonal projection system which, if it corresponds (structurally, not substantively) to
his taught beliefs, constitutes the cognitive and perceptual set for the acceptance of
these beliefs. Having had personal experience with “superhuman beings’ and with
the efficacy of ‘ritual,’ the taught beliefs reinforce, and are reinforced by, his own
projective systems. (202)

Having been developmentally equipped with a symbolic vocabulary for
superhuman persons, Spiro suggests that this is used to provide the nec-
essary maitch between the person and the social institution via the latter’s
projection. We might also surmise that the match is not fortuitous, that the
institntions assumed this form as a direct result of these projective sys-
tems. Thus, in some sense, the experience of being a helpless child
“causes” religion, or at least religious form.

If the actors’ mental representations of these benevolent and malevolent superhu-
man beings are merged with the reified and projected representations of their
kindly and hateful parents of childhood, then, they are simultaneously, but urcon-
sciously, gratifying their dependency and aggressive needs in regard to their child-
hood parents, their culturally inappropriate vbjects and targets. (182)
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While Spiro concludes that “this function explains at least one of the
unconscious motivational bases for the belief in the reality of the
mythicoreligious world” (182), we can plausibly entertain the idea that
he feels this is the primary “motivational base.”! Religion is therefore
explained (at least in part; Spiro’s thesis covers much more ground than
can be reviewed here) as being the culturally appropriate outlet for
ambivalent emotions experienced toward one’s parents during infancy
and childhood.’

There is clearly much to be derived from such an approach. For exam-
ple, it allows Spiro accurately to predict that “religious beliefs will vary
systematically with differences in family (including socialization) sys-
tems” (203). But it is entirely possible that all those who rely on Freud for
this point are overreaching themselves. According to Meissner (1984:60),

The weight of the argument supports no conclusion further than that religion
often serves as a matrix within which the displaced fantasies of infantile residues
find expression. It is another matter to say that such projections serve an origina-
tive function as well.

And if the psychodynamics identified by Freud, and taken up by Spiro, do
not in fact generate religion, their utility as definitional criteria is dubious
indeed, because it lessens the likelihood that they are unigue to religion.

Finally, we must note that, had religion been defined in any other way
than his unique emphasis upon superhumans, the necessary match
between projective systems and religious beliefs could not obtain, and
Spiro’s explanatory structure would collapse. One can only reiterate the
importance of definition in determining research outcomes. Although
Spiro writes as though he were describing religion, he addresses only a
special theistic subset of religion.

Functional Definitions

“The most significant and useful question conceming religion,” claims
Leuba (1912:42), “is not what are the essential and dominant components
of religion, but what is its function in human life, and how is this function
performed. The question of composition is subsidiary to these.” Func-
tiona} definitions often include terms that are similar to emotional or
behavioral definitions. However, the present category stresses the fact that
religion is a solution to a problem, that it fulfiils some need that, if left
unmet, would redound to the detriment of the organism, both individual
and finally social. Religion from this perspective is identified by what it
does for you.

As a class, functional definitions are “ipsative.” As Weigert (1974:184)

explains,
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A functicnal ipsative definition is one in which the specificity, substantive content,
and label for a sociat phenomenon are predicated on the basis of a function identi-
fied and categorized by the investigator. The investigator categorizes and labels a
function, and the function “ipsatizes” the labeling of the phenomenon....Thus,
whatever specific substantive content the investigator locates as performing that
function is religion.

Instances of functional definitions are Rubem Alves (1984:2), who speaks
of the “necessity that life make sense,” while Wundt refers to the “require-
ments of the human mind” (Leuba 1912:360). Both authors conclude that it
is religion’s role to meet these needs. A middle ground is taken by Spiro.
On the one hand, he does posit functions of a sort for religion:

As Linterpret the record, I would suggest that there are at least three sets of desires
which are satisfied by religion and which—for lack of better terms—-I shall call
cognitive, substantive, and expressive. The corresponding functions of religion
can be called adjustive, adaptive, and integrative. (1987:209)

He does not, however, believe that these functions are unique to religion
as he has defined it (191, 218), a stance we expect because his explanatory
structure will not allow functional equivalents that do not include refer-
ence to superhutnans to qualify as “religion.”

Spiro appreciates the eartlier position taken by Nadel. While recognizing
that religion “does” something, Nadel {1954) was reluctant to make this
the defining quality of religion.

The use of the word ‘competence,’ rather than ‘function,” appears to be deliberate,
sQ as to avoid any tmplication that religion is some kind of inherent ‘functional
requisite,” fulfilling specifiable ‘functions.” Instead, it can {or commonly does, or
potentially may—i.e., is ‘competent’ to) do various things which may, however, be
done by other ‘comnpetential alternatives,’ to paraphrase Merton. By using the
term ‘competences,” Nadel avoids the assumption too often hidden in the word
‘function’ that religion is somehow peculiarly or necessarily fitted to fulfill these
‘requirements’ of sociation, (Worsley 1969:231)

Despite Dimock’s (1928} optimistic appraisal of functional approaches to
religion, therefore, some writers resist them.

“Religious faith,” Malinowski (1948:89) postulates, “establishes, fixés,
and enharnces all valuable mental attitudes, such as reverence for tradition,
harmony with environment, courage and confidence in the struggle with
difficulties and at the prospect of death.” These beliefs and rituals can be
sustained even when they do not seem to render any obviocus benefits.

Experimentation with lower animals has consistently indicated that unless a given
act, or habit, is at least cccasionally rewarded, it will eventually deteriorate and
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disappear.... How, then, are we to explain the unremitting toil and steadfastness
of purpose of those human beings who apparently eschew all [worldly] rewards
and satisfactions?.. . [t is known that for those animals high enough in the evelu-
tionary scale to experience anxiety, a reduction in this disagreeable state of affairs
is highly rewarding and will ststain even the most difficult habits for a surpris-
ingly long time. ... [Tthose individuals whose lives and work are ostensibly devoid
of reward in the usual sense of the term are nevertheless reinforced and sustained
by the gratification that comes from reduction of conscience-anxiety, or guilt.
{Kluckhohn, 1985[1949]:214)

Anxiety-reducing beliefs, asserts Malinowski (1948:89-90), “embodied and
maintained by cult and ceremonial, [have] an immense biclogical value.”

This position is telated to that of Baison and Ventis (1982:7), who
“define religion as whatever we as individuals do to come to grips per-
sonally with the questions that confront us because we are aware that we
and others like us are live and that we will die. Such questions we shali
call existential questions.” Clifford Geertz (1968:40) refers to this type of
definition, into which also falls Bellah (1968), as “confidence theories,”
and his work belongs in this category (cf. Segal, this volume; Berger
1974:127). Geertz offers up a complicated definition for religion: religion is

(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-
Jasting moods and motivations in men [and women] by (3) formulating concep-
tions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such
an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and metivations seem uniquely realistic.

(1973:90)

The system is comprised of “sacred symbols” that “function to synthesize
a people’s ethos the tone, character, and quality of their life, its moral and
aesthetic style and mood—and their world view—the picture they have of
the way things in sheer actuality are, their most comprehensive ideas of
order” (89). In other words, “In religious belief and practice a people’s
style of life, what Clyde Kluckhohn called their design for living, is ren-
dered intellectually reasonable” (Geertz 1968:406). Geertz contends that it
is imperative that religion perform this function:

Man depends upon symbols and symbol systems with a dependence so great as to
be decisive for his creatural viability and, as a result, his sensitivity to even the
remotest indication that they may prove unable to cope with one or another aspect
of experience raises within him the gravest sort of anxdety. {Geertz 1973:99)

Like Spiro, he identifies three areas that are of particular concern to religion.

Bafflement, suffering, and a sense of intractable ethical paradox are all, if they
become intense enough or are sustained long enough, radical challenges to the

s e
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proposition that life is comprehensible and that we can, by taking thought, orient
ourselves effectively within it—challenges with which any religion, however
“primitive,” which hopes to persist must attempt somehow to cope. (100}

As would be expected from a functional ipsative definition, Geertz’s
definition encompasses much that would not be routinely studied by
anthropologists under the rubric of religion: “A man can indeed be said to
be ‘religious’ about golf, but not merely if he pursues it with passion and
plays it on Sundays: he must also see it as symbolic of some transcendent
truths” (98). Both Berger (1974) and Spiro (1987:196) view this as a weak-
ness of functional definitions, but theologians like Tillich {1987} would
side with Geertz. On the other hand, cultural data that others would
unproblematicatly include within religion, Geertz excludes: “if {religious
ritual] is truly automatic or merely conventional it is not religious”
(1973:113).

Restricting attention to the definitional problem, we admit disappoint-
ment that Geertz’s essay, called by Asad (1983:237) as “perhaps the most
influential, certainly the most accomplished, anthropological definition of
religion to have appeared in the last two decades,” provides an intellectu-
ally engaging but practically useless standard by which to identify reli-
gion. Having elaborated at great lengths what religion is like conceptually,
and what it does psychologically and socially, he never tells us how to rec-
ognize it in the field. How, for example, are we to know whether golfing is
or is not “symbeolic of transcendent truth,” or whether ritual is “truly auto-
matic or merely conventional.” Only when these distinctions can be reli-
ably made is Geertz exposition worthwhile; but no clues are forthcoming
from him.

This question is pivotal, as we discussed earlier, due fo the comparative
nature of anthropology. While other types of definitions such as the con-
tent can easily identify members of its class (aithough comparing these
members would be a pointless practice), functional definitions require
that the function be precisely operationalized so that cross-cultural func-
tional equivalents can be compared. In Geertz's case, we would want to
know, for instance, exactly to what types of suffering is religion expected to
respond, how is this suffering to be quantified, and how do we identify
the symbol system (religion) that is in fact alleviating that suffering,
because we cannot accept at face value the informant’s identification of
the system he believes to be responding to the problem {cf. Csordas 1994).
Finding answers to these questions in many settings would enable us to
have a cross-cultural sample of religion. Work fror the perspective of evo-
lutionary psychology promises fo resolve some of these issues (see, e.g.,
Boyer 2001).

Geeriz is not unique in this lapse. Functional definitions rarely enjoy
this degree of elaboration. Consequently, Armer (1973:69) concedes that
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“until independent, objective criteria for assessing equivalence are avail-
able, determination of functional equivalence will be largely a matter of
individual, professional judgment.” Such a state, however, is markedly
less than desirable, although on the brighter side, there seems to be no
inherent obstacle rendering the needed explication impossible. For what-
ever reasons, it merely seems not to have been much pursued.

Despite these problems, there is still substantial reason to continue
Geertz’s line of investigation. While no consensus exists that concedes that
the phenomena collocated by functional definitions are “religion,” few
have argued that the collection of instances so brought together (ideally, if
not in practice} is anthropologically useless. The debate, rather, seems to
be over what to call the category (Saler 1993). This is more than can be said
for the other definitional approaches we have examined. As we saw, the
group of appearances of supernaturalisms in a culture is devoid of easy
interpretation, and is most certainly not “religion.” And even if some emo-
tions have proven valuable for anthropological research (e.g., humor:
Bricker, 1973; Radcliffe-Brown, 1952), the class of all instances of feeling
“awe” or “dependence” have yet to demonstrate theoretical importance in
and of themselves. Effort to operationalize the theoretical function and to
identify cross-cultural equivalents is likely to be fruitful, even if it is
decided at a later date that we have not truly isolated religion.

CONJUNCTIVE AND GENERATIVE DEFINITIONS

This review has shown that none of the four major types of definitions,
when strictly applied, are without major flaws. Stated most simply, those
that can be operationalized are theoretically meaningless, and those that are
most meaningfut have yet to be operationalized. In an effort to surmount
these difficulties, most researchers have proposed definitions that combine
the four definition types in various ways, reminding one of Alston’s (1967)
checklist approach. Most definitions cited are actually of this kind, with
very few proposed definitions being “pure” examples of any particular
strategy. Given that each definitional strategy discussed contains at its core
an observation of high intuitive relevance, one can expect that any defi-
nition that receives disciplinary consensus will incorporate features of con-
tent, behavior, psychologism, and function. But all approaches to combine
are not equivalent. One must distinguish two types. First, the definition can
conjunct the different dimensions as though stringing separate, indepen-
dent beads on a string. Religion here is X and Y and Z, with no necessary
relationship between variables. We may term this approach the conjunctive.
In addition to the examples already given (e.g., Durkheim), Wells
{1921:270-71) defines “the objects of religious belief” as entailing both supet-
naturalisms and “certain acts and attitudes towards this order,” while fJames
(1916:31) concatenates “feelings, acts, and experiences.”
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An alternative combinatory definition I will term the generative. While
including two or more of the discussed types, these are presented hierar-
chically. The lower types are present due to the implications of the first;
the higher criterion, in other words, generates the others. Thus, Monique
Augras (1983:14) asserts that {religion is the conjunction of a system of
meanings, including the models of behavior that spring from them].1?

A generative definition entails fewer independent variables, because
the presence of other dimensions is construed as being implied by the
first. Conjunctive definitions, by contrast, while attempting to cover the
same empirical territory, do so by arbitrarily stringing elements. Genera-
tive definitions are preferable given a standard of theoretical parsimony
and elegance.

Tt is difficult to see how content definitions could be used generatively.
No necessary implications can be drawn about behavior, emotions, or
function simply from the fact that supernaturalisms are involved. Like-
wise, behavior and the “mental” facets of religion seem limited in their
theoretical entailments despite recurring correlations with the other types.
Only the functional approach holds promise of being truly generative.

For instance, assuming function X, we might find, as Stark suggested,
that supernaturalisms are exceptionally proficient at fulfilling this func-
tion. This cognitive preference for ultimate compensators might then be
reinforced by Spire’s psychodynamic scheme. Religions would thereby
preponderantly include such supematuralisms, but not necessarily so.
This outcome renders corprehensible and useful the category of the
“implicit religion” {Donovan 2002).

E function X falls within the category of what Geertz terms “confidence
theories,” then we can expect characteristic emotional accompaniments

* with the fulfillment of the function, “awe,” for instance, being an “anti-

dote” to anxiety. This feeds back into the content consideration, for it
would make fitting sense that supernaturalisms would be highly effective
were the function related to death and other existential issues.

Finally, where X is essential to the individual’s and society’s healthy
functioning, we can expect social ritual and other behaviors to serve to
reinforce and maintain confidence in and adherence to the symbolic sys-
tem designed to meet that function. Movement from a functional state-
ment of religion, to one of every other type, is therefore possible, and
should be the ultimate goal .

CONCLUSIONS

The charge of this essay was to review definitional trends of religion.
Four major types were discussed: content, behavior, mental, and func-
tional. While each type has considerations that suggest its relevance, all are
incomplete when examined in isolation, Consequently, two approaches




92 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion

combining these types were briefly discussed: conjunctive and generative.
Judging the former inferior to the latter, it was suggested that only the
functional definitions are capable of being truly generative. The most
inclusive definition of religion, therefore, will be one that is generative
functional. Clues as to what such a definition might look like are found
first in the lapse of both Stark and Durkheim, when trying to expound on
an entirely different criterion, into speaking about beliefs. A strong defini-
tional contender will also be one that emphasizes religion as a phenome-
non that works primarily in response to the needs of the individual, not of
society, however much the latter may appropriate and manipulate reli-
gious forms to meet its own, different needs (making it misleading to
speak of “a culture’s religion,” when a culture can only have a modal reki-
gious form). A second consideration favoring this locus is that anthrapolo-
gists observe individuals, and can only extrapolate from these individuals
conclusions about “society” and “culture.” Making the individual the
focus of religion may facilitate the operationalization required for any use-
ful definition.

It is possible to propose a definition of just this type: the definition of
religion is any belief system that serves the psychological function of alleviating
death anxiety. Defense of this statement is extensively laid out elsewhere
(Donovan 1994), As implied earlier, this definition should be assumed to
apply best to the prototypical instances of the class. Further work will be
required to account for deviations from this prototype.

NOTES

1. Leuba (1912) lists in his appendix forty-eight definitions. At least twenty-
eight more are cited in Berkowitz and Johnson (1967}. This discussion utilizes even
more references.

2. A tendency exists for scholars to be frequently fooled by their own use of
language, and to think that if they can name it, it must be real. Goldschmidt
(1966:130} warns of being “trapped by our linguistic habits into the use of reified
terms applied cross-culturally.”

3. The general trend seems to be results which are thus either the negation ofa
nondefining feature, or have the exact distribution of the defining feature. Hence
nonanalytic generalizations in the literature tend toward either the positive but
irivial consequences of the original feature, or something that, at root, is defined as
the opposite or negation of some other feature. For instance, Lewis’s {1989} con-
clusion that poor people are predisposed toward spirit possession is a negative
finding, since the condition of being poor is largely defined by the absence of
wealth.

4, Useful in this project would be the following entry from Lody (1987:81),
which describes perfectly what I found among my owrn informants:

Seita: designacao comum para caracterizar religides afro-brasileiras, notadamente o can-
domblé. E comum ouvir-se dos préprios praticantes o seguinte: sou adepto da seifa, sou da
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seita, toda a minha familia & da seita, pertenco 4 seita dos orixds, entre muitas outras expressoes.
Percebe-se que o emprego da palavra implica um tipo de isolamento social ¢ econdmico, ja
que a preferéncia por ela € evidente sempre que aparece junto a referéncias a refigido
catblica. As geragBes mais novas, que pertencem ou apenas fregiientam os terreiros, rara-
mente usam a palavra seita, o que chamam orgulhosamente de candomblé.

5. Interestingly, American law has likewise found it prudent to reject native
statement as definitively determining what is or is not “religion.” On the one
hand, the courts have determined a set of beliefs to be a religion despite protests to
the contrary by its adherents (Malnak v. Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, 592 F.2d 197 [3d Cir.
1979]). On the other, Scientology has worked long and hard to be designated a reli-
gion despite resistance from both governmental agencies and some of its own
members (The Founding Church of Scientology of Washington v. United States, 409 F.2d
1146 [D.C. Cir. 1969]; Whitehead, 1987). Justice Black, writing in Welsh v. United
States {398 U.S. 333, 341 [1970]}, summarizes the high court’s opinion that a per-
son’s “characterization of his own belief as ‘religious’ should carry great
weight...[but] his declaration that his views are nonreligious should [not] be
treated similazly....[A] registrant’s statement that his beliefs are nonreligious is a
highly unreliable guide.”

6. Alston introduced this approach to defining religion in an earlier work, Phi-
losophy of Language (1964), while illustrating the concept of terminclogical vagueness.

7. Southwold actually specifies the presence of a “religious elite,” but I have
omitted “religions” because, since the object of the list is to characterize refigion,
the presence of “religious” in the list is circular. We need to know what religion is
in order to characterize something as religious.

8. We see here the immediate problem of trying to isolate a single dimension.
While Tylor talks here about the belief in spiritual beings, historically he has been
read to require only their presence, a much lower standard.

9. We must grant that it is irrelevant for this discussion whether religious
tenets are true, although this luxury is not always available {cf. Donovan 1930).
But I must side with Thakur against Needham (1981:76), who claims that “it is not
a general characteristic of religions that their tenets are held to be true.” One can
quibble over what it means for a proposition to be “held te be true,” {e.g., must it
be literal, or merely figuratively true?), but it is flying in the face of ethnographic
fact to say that adherents of a religious systern are not convinced that they are
focusing on something which they take to real, and by implication, true, In the
words of William James (1916:64), “many persons possess the objects of their
belief, not in the form of mere conceptions which their intellect accepts as true, but
rather in the form of quasi-sensible realities directly apprehended.”

10. T am unconvinced by Spiro’s attempt to completely sever “superhuman”
trom “supernatural.” It is correct to note that “supematural” requires a theory of
natural law which many cultures do not possess; lacking natural law, there can be
no concept of transgressing natural order, such transgressing being the hallmark
of “supernatural.” By comparison, “superhuman” ¢an be more, but not necessar-
ily different from the natural order.

The distinction itself can be useful, but as a defining characteristic of religion,
“superhuman” comes off as being overly restrictive. Although he believes he is in
the company of Horton (1960} and Goody (1961)—and there is certainly the family
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resemblance shared by all content definitions—I do not read the latter as being as
narrow as Spiro requires his definition to be. His insistence upon superhumans is
an original assertion.

12, We should note that Spiro’s use of “function” differs from that offered
below. He uses the word in the sense of “utility,” whereas we will stipulate that
this utitity be necessary. Spiro, saying that religion is a projective system which
allows expression of ambivalence towards one’s parents, does not say that such
expression is a requirement of the human psyche, nor that any such needed
expression must necessarily take this form.

12. We can compare this conclusion with Freud’s (1961b[1930]:20-21) original

statement:

The derivation of religious needs from the infant’s helplessness and the longing for the father
arcused by it seems to me incontrovertible, especially since the feeling is not simply pro-
longed from childhood days, but is permanently sustained by fear of the superior power of
Fate. I cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the need for a father’s protection.
Thus the part played by the oceanic feeling, which myight seek semething like the restoration
of limitless narcissism, is ousted from a place in the foreground. The origin of the religious
attitude can be traced back in clear outlines as far as the feeling of infantile helplessness.

13. “Areligifio € o conjunto do sistema de significagdes incluindo os modelos de
comportamento que delas decorrem.”

4. This result is not unique to anthropology. A review of trends within Amer-
ican jurisprudence leads to a very similar conclusion (Donovan 1995).

REFERENCES

Allport, Gordon W., and J. Michael Ross, (1967). Personal religious orientation and
prejudice. fournal of Personatity and Social Psychology 5(4):432-43.

Alston, William P. (1964). Philosophy of language. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-
Hall,

Alston, William P. (1967). Religion. In Paul Edwards (ed.), Encyclopedia of philosophy
(vol. 7, pp. 140-45). New York: Macmillan.

Alves, Rubem. (1984). What is religion? Don Vinzant (trans.). Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books.

Armer, Michael. {1973). Methodological problems and possibilities in comparative
research. In Michael Armer and Allen D. Grimshaw (eds.), Comparative
Social Research: Methodological Problems and Strategies (pp. 49-79). New York:
John Wiley.

Asad, Talal. (1983). Anthropological conceptions of religion: Reflections on Geertz.
Man (N.5.) 18:237-59,

Asad, Talal. {1999). Genealogies of Religion. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Augras, Monique. (1983). Oduploea metamorfose: A identidade mitica em comunidades
Nago. Petropolis: Editora Vozes.

Barnes, R. H. (1987). Anthropological comparison. In Ladislav Holy (ed.), Compar-
attve anthropology (pp. 119-34). Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Batson, C. Daniel, and W. Larry Ventis. (1982). The refigious experience: A social-
psychological perspective. New York: Oxford University Press.

Defining Religion 95

Bellah, Robert N. {1968). Religion: The sociclogy of religion. In David L. Sills (ed.),
Infernational encyclopedia of the social sciences (vol. 13, pp. 406-14). New York:
Macmillan. .

Berger, Peter L. (1967). The sacred canopy: Elements of a sociological theory of religion.
New York: Anchor Press.

Berger, Peter L. (1974). Some second thoughts on substantive versus functional
definitions of religion. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 13(2):125-33.

Berkowitz, Morris I, and |. Edmund Johnson. (1967). Social scientific studies of reli-
gion: A bibliography. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Bosanquet, Bernard. (1979[1920]). What religion is. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.

Bower, Bruce. (1992). Schizophrenia’s defining trends. Science News 141(20):332.

Boyer, Pascal. (1938). The naturalness of religion. Cambridge: Cambridge University

. Press.

Boyer, Pascal. {2001). Religion explained: The evolutionary origins of religious thought.
New York: Basic Baoks.

Bricker, Victoria Reifler. (1973). Ritual humor in highland Chiapas. Austin: University
of Texas Press.

Choper, Jesse H. (1995). Securing religious liberty: Principles for judicial interpretation
of the religion clauses. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Clark, Walter Houston. (1958). How do social scientists define religion? Journal of
Social Psychology 47(1):143-47.

Csordas, Thomas ]. (1994). The sdcred self: A cultural phenomenology of chavismatic
healing. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Da Matta, Roberto. (1991[1979)). Carnivals, rogues, and heroes: An interpretation of the
Brazilian dilemma. John Drury (trans.). Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame.

Dahl, Winifred. (1975). Refigious conversion and mental health in two Japanese Ameri-
cant groups. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of California,
Berkeley.

Dimock, Hedley S. (1928}, Trends in the redefinition of religion. Journal of Religion -
8(31434-52.

Dittes, James E. (1968). Religion: Psychological study. In David L. Sills (ed.), uter-
national encyclopedia of the social sciences (vol. 13, pp. 414-21). New York:
Macmilian.

Denovan, James M. (1990). Blaming it on God: Considerations when presented
with supernatural explanatory entities. Method and Theory in the Study of
Religion 2(2):230-49.

Donovan, James M. {1991). On the nature of belief. American Anthropologist
93:690-52.

Donevan, James M. (1994). Defining refigion: Death and anxiety in an Afro-Brazitian
cult. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Tulane University.

Donovan, James M. (1995). God is as God does: Law, anthropology, and the defi-
nition of religion. Sefen Hall Constitutional Law Journal 6(1):23-99.

Douglas, Mary. (1984(1966]). Purity and danger: An analysis of the concepts of pollution
and taboo. London: Ark Paperbacks.

Durkhetm, Emile. {1938). The rules of sociological method, eighth edition. Sarah A.
Solovay and John H. Mueller {trans.). New York: Free Press.

Durkheim, Emile. (1965{1915]). The elementary forms of the religious life. Joseph Ward
Swain (trans.) New York: Free Press.




96 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion

Durkheim, Emile, (1975{1899]). Concerning the definition of religious phenomena.
In W.S.F. Pickering (ed.), Durkheim on religion: A selection of readings with bib-
lingraphies (pp. 74-99). London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Eggan, Fred. (1950). Social organization of the western pueblos. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Evans-Pritchard, E.E. {1963). The comparative method in social anthropology. Londeon:
Athlone Press.

Firth, Raymond. (1959). Problem and assumption in an anthropological study of
religion. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ire-
land 89(2):129-48.

Frendreis, John P. (1983). Explanation of variation and detection of covariation:
The purpose and logic of comparative analysis. Comparative Political Studies
16(2):255-72,

Frend, Sigmund. (1961a [1927]). The future of an illusion. James Strachey (irans.).
New York: W.W. Norton.

Freud, Sigmund. (1961b{1930]). Civilization and its discontents. James Strachey
(trans.). New York: W. W. Norton.

Gans, Eric. (1990). Science and faith: The anthropology of revelation. Savage, Maryland:
Rowman & Littlefield.

Gay, Peter. (1987). A godless few: Freud, atheism, and the making of psychoanalysis.
New Haven: Yale University Press.

Geertz, Clifford. (1968). Religion: Anthropological study. In David L. 5ilis (ed.),
International encyclopedia of the social sciences (vol. 13, pp. 398-406). New
York: Macmillar.

Geerlz, Clifford. (1973}, Religion as a culturat system. In The interprelation of cul-
tures (pp. 87-125). New York: Basic Books.

Glock, Charles Y., and Rodney Stark. (1965). Religious and society in tensron
Chicago: Rand McNaliy.

Goldschmidt, Walter. (1966). Comparative functionalism: An essay in anthropological
theory. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Gonzalez, Nancie L. Solien. (1969). Black Carib household structure: A study of migra-
tion and modernization. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Goodenough, Erwin Ramsdell. (1986). The psychology of religious experiences. Uni-
versity Press of America.

Goodenough, Ward H. (1974). Toward an anthropologically useful definition of
religion. In Altan W. Eister (ed.), Changing perspectives in the scientific study of
religion (pp. 165-84). New York: John Wiley.

Goody, Jack. (1961}. Religion and ritual: The definitional problem. British Journal of
Socivlegy 12(2):142-64.

Harris, Marvin. (1968). The rise of anthropological theory: A history of theories of cul-
ture. New York: Harper & Row.

Heijenoort, J. van. {1967). Godel’s theorem. In Paul Edwards {ed.}, The encyclopedia
of philosophy (vol. 3, pp. 348-57). New York: Macmillan.

Herbrechtsmeier, William. {1993). Buddhism and the definition of religion: One
more time. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 32(1):1-18.

Herton, Robin. (1960). A definition of religion, and its uses. Journa! of the Royal
Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland 90(2):201-26.

Defining Religion 97

James, William. (1916). The varieties of religious experience. New York: Longmans,
Green.

Jasper, James M, {1987). Two or twenty countries: Contrasting styles of compara-
tive research. Comparative Social Research 10:205-29.

Kishimoto, Hideo. (1961). An operational definition of religion. Numen
8(3):236—40.

Kluckhohn, Clyde. (1985]1949]}). Mirror for man: The relation of anthropology to
moden life. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Kroeber, Alfred. (1955). On human nature. Sonthwestern journal of Anthropology 11
(3):195-04.

Leuba, James H. {1912). A psychological study of religion: Its origin, function, and
future. New York: Macmillan.

Levi-Strauss, Claude. (1963). Tofentism. Rodney Needham (irans.). Boston: Beacon
Press.

Lewis, L.M. (1989). Ecstatic religion: A study of shamanism and spirit possession, sec-
ond edition. London: Routledge.

Lody, Raul. (1987). Candomble: Religiao ¢ resistencia culfural. Sao Paulo: Editora Atica
SA.

Lowie, R. (1924). Primitive religion. New York: Boni & Liveright.

Malinowski, Bronislaw. (1948). Magic, science, and religion and other essays. Garden
City, NY: Doubleday.

Meissner, W.W. (1984). Psychoanalysis and religious experience. New Haven: Yale
University Press.

Motris, Brian, (1987). Anthropological studies of religion: An introductory text. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Myrdal, Gunnar. (1962 [1944]), An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Mod-
ern Democracy, twentieth anniversary edition. New York: Harper & Row.

Nadel, 5.F. (1954}. Nupe religion. Glencoe, IL: Free Press.

Nagel, Ernest, and James R. Newman. (1958). Godel's proof. New York: New York
University Press.

Needham, Rodney. (1981). Circumstantial deliveries. Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press.

Qtto, Rudolf. (1950). The idea of the holy, second edition. John W. Harvey (trans.).
London: Oxford University Press.

Paden, William E. (1988). Religious worlds: The comparative study of religion. Boston:
Beacon Press.

Peoples, James, and Garrick Bailey. (1991). Humanity: An infroduction fo cultural
anthropology, second edition. St. Paul: West Publishing Company.

Platvoet, Jan. (1990). The definers defined: Traditions in the definition of religion.
Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 2(2):180-212.

Preus, ]. Samuel. {1987). Explaining religion: Criticism and theory from Bodin to Freud.
New Haven: Yale University Press.

Radcdliffe-Brown, A.R. {1952}. On joking relationships. In Structure and function in
primitive society (pp. 90-118). New York: Free Press.

Rapoport, Anatol. (1955). Comments on “The comparative method in the social
sciences.” Philosophy of Science 22(2):118-22.

Robinson, Richard. (1934). Definition. Oxford: Clarendon Press.




a8 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion

Rosalde, Renato. {1989). Culture and truth: The remaking of social analysis. Boston:
Beacon Press.

Rouget, Gilbert. (1985). Music and trance: A theory of the relations between music and
possession, Brunhilde Biebuyck {trans.}. Chicage: University of Chicago
Press. '

Saler, Benson. (1987). Religio and the definition of religion. Cultural Anthropology
2(3):395-99. '

Saler, Benson. (1993). Conceptualizing religion: Immanent anthropologists, transcendent
natives, and unbound categories. Leiden: E. J. Brill.

Sarana, G. (1975). The methodology of anthropological comparisons: An analysis
of comparative methods in social and cultural anthropology. Viking Fund
Publications in Anthropology, no. 53, Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Sjoberg, Gideon. (1955). The comparative method in the social sciences. Philosophy
of Science 22{2):106-17.

Southwold, Martin. (1978). Buddhism and the definition of religion. Man
13(2):362-79.

Spiro, Melford. (1987). Culture and human nature: Theoretical papers of Melford Spiro.
Benjamin Kilborne and L.L. Langness (eds.). Chicage: University of
Chicago Press.

Stark, Rodney. {(1981). Must all religions be supernatural? In Bryan Wilson (ed.),
The social impact of new religious movements (pp. 159-77). New York: The Rose
of Sharon Press.

Stark, Rodney, and William Sims Bainbridge. (1985). The future of religion: Secular-
ization, revival, and cult formation. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Thakur, Shivesh Chandra. (1981). Religion and rational choice. Totowa, New Jersey:
Barnes & Noble. '

Tillich, Paul. (1987). The essential Tillich: An anthology of the writings of Paul Tillich.
F. Forrester Church {ed.). New York: Macmillan.

Tylor, Edward B. (197911873}]}. Animism. In W.A. Lessa and E.Z. Vogt (eds),
Reader in comparative veligion: An antlrropological approach, fourth edition {pp.
9-19). New York: Harper & Row.

Weber, Max. (1963 [1922]). The socivlogy of religion. Ephraim Fischoff (trans.).
Boston: Beacon Press.

Weigert, Andrew J. (1974). Whose invisible religion? Luckmann revisited. Seciolog-
ical Analysis 35(3):181-88. : :

Weils, Wesley Raymond. (1921). Is supernaturalistic belief essential in a definition
of religion? Journal of Philosophy 8(10):267-75.

Whitehead, Harriet. (1987). Renunciation and reformulation: A study of conversion in
an American sect, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,

Worsley, P. (1969). Religion as a category. In Roland Robertson (ed.), Seciclogy of
religion: Selected readings (pp. 221-36). Harmondsworth: Penguin Books,

CHAPTER 5

Agency and Religious Agency
in Cognitive Perspective

E. Thomas Lawson

Religious ritual systems enlist many of our quite ordinary cognitive
resources in their representation. Making such a claim goes against a host
of views that focus, in the tradition of William James, upon the extraordi-
nary qualities of religious experience, In the Jamesian tradition of scholar-
ship, the main concern is to deal with the experiences of the few and treat
them as paradigmatic for the ideas and actions of the many. Such an
approach differs from a cognitive perspective where the focus is upon
what the many have in common with the purpose of showing how such
representations are generated by our garden variety cognitive equipment.
The cognitive approach does not deny the relevance of scholarship in the
Jamesian tradition; in fact, the search for neural correlates for, for example,
mystical experiences is a project of great interest. There is simply more to
the scientific study of religion than the study of exceptional states.

One of the most interesting areas of investigation for scholars involved
in the scientific study of religion from a cognitive perspective is the fact
that human beings seem to have a proclivity for introducing agents in
their accounts of how the world goes and to include agents with special
gualities in their representations.

In eartier work (Lawson and McCauley 1990), McCauley and I have dis-
cussed how our theory of religious ritual makes substantive predictions
about an array of features of people’s representations of ritual action.
Essentially, what we argued was the representation of action required the
notion of agency and the representation of ritual action required the
notion of agents with special qualities, Rituals involve agents acting upon
patients usually by means of some instrument or other. For example, the
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