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CHAPTER 1 

PROC OO CREO TEESE ECHO OE ROOE EE HOHE EEHESODEOOOSOOOT OTT OOHOOSOTEHOSESHUCHEOHCT OTTO ECCT EEEHEHEEEOEEEEOTOS EEE 

Pee ee Oe Oe EEO RESO TOOTH OOHEDEOOETOEEETEEEE TOOTH TOTO DETET ODDEST HUSH DODO DODOOOEE SEED OTTE HOE DELEDEEEE 

MICHAEL STAUSBERG AND MARK Q. GARDINER 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 
peeenecanaeeesseasesea seen esses eases sea eT esULee ees sas een eETeeeNOEH SOL EE EOE eee eeEN EE EZO eee ESDE ENE E EEE ESEDELEL EEE OEE EEE T DOSE EEE SEES ELH OLE EEE RORE DER OEE EED ESO CEE LOSES NORIO TOEOOES 

« There are differences of opinion over whether defining religion is necessary or even 

possible. 

There are two common methods of defining: extension and intension; the former 

takes the empirical as its starting point, the latter the conceptual; these methods are 

not mutually exclusive. 

« The relation between the expression to be defined (the definiendum) and the 

expression doing the defining (the definiens) can be conceived of as either an equiv- 

alence or an elucidation. 

¢ Definitions address the word and the thing and their mutual relationships; defi- 

nitional lexicalism assigns priority to the word; definitional objectualism seeks to 

determine the thing. 

¢ Definitions are based on underlying theories of meaning; a crucial semantic dis- 

tinction is that between meaning realism, which sees meanings as fully determi- 

nate, and meaning antirealism, which sees meanings as in principle indeterminate. 

¢ The positions resonate with different types (as opposed to methods) of definitions 
(real, lexical, and stipulative). 

¢ Substantive and functionalist definitions of religion have limitations which sug- 

gests the value of combining them. 

« Similarly, both definitions requiring the necessary presence of one or several crite- 

ria (so-called monothetic definitions) and those that require only some portion of 

the list of criteria (so-called polythetic definitions) each have limitations; homeo- 

static property cluster definitions are a possible alternative. 

¢ Definitions of religion are not value-free; they are often implicated in power struc- 

tures both inside and outside of the academy (for example in legal and political 

contexts).
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ways (Smith 1998, 281). Others poi 
need to define their subject matte 
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as art, football (aka soccer), nationalism, 
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On a theoretical level, the need to d 
rists who insist that there is sim 

veganism, environmentalism, and even athe- 
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and courts also require definitions of religion 

igious reduces to the sociological, anthropological, economic, political, etc, (Arnal/McCutcheon 2013), to those who claim that ‘religion’ is primarily a creation of the academy (Smith 1998), and to those who think that while it might be applicable to a particular historical context—namely post-Reformation Protestantism and the rise of the modern nation state—its expansion beyond that is Eurocentric, imperialistic, and called into question by postcolonial critique (Dubuisson 2003; but see Casadio, “Historicizing and Translating Religion, this volume). Some con- clude that instead of attempting to define religion the study of religion\s should focus its efforts elsewhere: to “focus on deconstructing the category and analyzing its function within popular discourse” (Arnal 2000, 30); to abandon “the tendency to regard religion as a relatively well-defined object” and instead examine “critically the social processes whereby certain things are counted as religious” (Beckford 2003, 2-3); to treat religion “not as a characteristic that inheres in certain phenomena, but as a cultural resource over which competing interest groups may vie” and to view religion as “a claim, made by certain groups and, in some cases, contested by others” (Greil 2009, 148); or to shift the focus to a study of “a consensus-capable, contemporary, everyday understanding 
of ‘religion’” (Bergunder 2014, 246). While we neither oppose nor endorse those posi- 
tions in this chapter, the inference from them to the impossibility of defining religion 
rests on a particular assumption about definitions—namely that only real things can be 
defined—which is somewhat controversial (see the discussion of ‘real definitions’ later 
in this chapter). In other words, even those who question the necessity or propriety of 
defining religion presuppose certain definitions of religion and certain definitions of 
definition. 

: : Assuming that a definition of religion is possible, questions about the eae: Obits 
construction are unavoidable. Defining something that exhibits considerable i 
in actual cases, like religion (and many other things), involves a blend of the empirica 
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inferences drawn from it. When a definition is conceived of as expressing an equiva- 
lence, it is assumed that the things to which the definiendum applies are only the things 
to which the definiens applies, and vice versa. In this way a definiens, usually more lin- 
guistically complex than the definiendum, can be seen as supplying a set of individu- 
ally necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for the application of the definiendum. 
When Schilbrack’s definition of religion as “forms of life predicated upon the reality 
of the superempirical” (2013, 313) is viewed as expressing an equivalence, it can be 
inferred that all religions are forms of life, that all religions are committed to the reality 
of the superempirical, and that anything that is a form of life committed to the reality 
of the superempirical is thereby a religion. This definition can be critiqued by way ofa 
counterexample: some logicians regard the logical properties (tautological, contrary, 
valid, etc.) as real, knowable, but inaccessible to the senses, and assert that we have 
an (intellectual) duty to correctly apprehend them in order to adjust our inferential 
‘forms of life’; is formal logic then a religion? On the other hand when a definition is 
proposed and received in elucidatory terms, failure of the applicability of the definiens 
does not logically entail failure of the applicability of the definiendum, or vice versa. 
When Schilbrack’s definition is viewed as elucidatory, the counterexample is not as 
threatening. Rather, both ‘form of life’ and ‘reality of the superempirical’ can be viewed 
as offering a sound and useful way of understanding religion\s, at least in the context in 
which the definition is advanced. 

Failure of the definer, or readers, to understand which definitional conception is 
assumed, may lead to drawing faulty inferences and giving misdirected criticisms. For 
example, consider the fact that Schilbrack offers two distinct (that is, inequivalent) defi- 
nitions of religion: “normative practices that at least implicitly make ontological claims 
in terms of which the practical norms are authorized” (2013, 306) and “forms of life 
predicated on the reality of the superempirical” (2013, 313). The temptation to accuse 
him of inconsistency seems relevant only under an equivalence conception. Seen under 
an elucidatory model they can be both seen as valuable within their specific contexts. 
Indeed, Schilbrack intends his latter definition to subsume the main insights of the for- 
mer one, and so the introduction of a second definition is better understood as refining 
an elucidation rather than replacing an equivalence claim. 

For another example, consider how definitions of religion are often used differently 
inside and outside of the academy. Scholarly offerings tend towards an elucidatory 
model in that they are often offered as contributing towards improving our understand- 
ing of the subject matter itself. On the other hand, definitions asked for outside of the 
academy, such as in judicial or political settings (see section “After all: Why define?”), 
tend towards asking for a equivalence-informed taxonomy aimed at giving a definitive 
(pun intended) mechanism for deciding whether this or that is or is not a religion, for 
example to help determine what is and is not legally protected. Academics often resent 
the simplifying directives, whereas non-academics may lose confidence that the aca- 
demics really know what they’re talking about. What is the point of studying religion 
for a lifetime without even knowing what it is—or is it the other way around: studying 
something for a lifetime makes its contours even fuzzier?
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Conceptions of Definienda: Objectual or Lexical 

A second point of potential confusion involves differing conceptions of the nature of 

definienda; do definitions define words or things? In a syntactic sense, definitions haye 

words as their definienda, but from a semantic point of view, given that words have mean. 

ings, definitions may be held to refer to things. One may call these two options definj- 

tional lexicalism versus definitional objectualism. Both options have been championed 

by prominent contemporary philosophers. Tyler Burge, for example, insists on the prior- 

ity of what he calls “metaphysical or essence-determining definitions,” a variety of objec- 

tual definitions; for Burge (1993, 314) a “metaphysically correct definition” is one that 

“states actual necessary and sufficient conditions” for instantiations of a kind. In the study 

of religion\s, many would be skeptical regarding such an undertaking, since there seems 

to be a widespread incredulity towards the feasibility of such an operation and a suspi- 

cion of the political entanglements of essentialist claims (see Schaffalitzky de Muckadell 

2014 for a discussion). Willard Van Orman Quine, on the other hand, held that lexical 

definitions are prior to objectual ones: “The one way of talking of definition reduces to 

the other, since we define men by defining ‘man’” (Quine 1987, 44). By analogy, we define 

religions by defining the word ‘religion. Several scholars have doubted that there is such 

a thing as religion (see section “To define or not to define’), and that we can only speak 

of the word: i.e. there is no thing called religion; it is a reified product of our language or 

of discursive practices engaging the word. Yet, even if one insists on the discursive or 

cognitive construction of both religion as a thing and ‘religion’ as a word, discursive or 

imaginary entities also qualify as things in the wider sense. This is especially so when they 

are held to be observable entities with specific properties ascribed with an agentic quality. 
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theory of meaning (see Gardiner/Engler, “Semantics,” this volume). One crucial distinc- 

tion is that between meaning realism and antirealism. 

Meaning realism is the view that meanings, at least in a given context, are fully deter- 

minate. In other words, it posits that there is an objective fact of the matter concerning 

what a given expression means in a given context. Meaning realist views include such 

positions as that meaning is fixed by the intentions of the speaker (Paul Grice), by the 

conventions of a linguistic community (David Lewis), by how it is used within a lin- 

guistic community (the later Ludwig Wittgenstein), or by its syntactic structure (Noam 
Chomsky). There are two main types of meaning realists: those who regard the deter- 

minate meanings as fixed by the relation of the expression to extra-linguistic reality 

(externalism) and those who regard them as independent of relations to such a reality 
(internalism). 

Meaning antirealism, on the other hand, is the view that meanings, even in single 
contexts, have indeterminate, or a range of non-equivalent, meanings. There is no sin- 
gle fact of the matter concerning what a given expression means. Meaning antirealists 
need not be either meaning relativists (holding that meanings are subjectively made 
up) or meaning nihilists (holding that meaning is an empty or explanatorily useless 
notion). In contrast to these two positions, one can hold that there is no single thing 
that can be identified as the meaning of an expression, there are many things that can 
be eliminated as possible candidates for its meaning. Two prominent meaning anti- 
realists, W. V. O. Quine and Donald Davidson, argue this view on the basis of a prior 
commitment to semantic holism, a philosophical view that sees the meaning of any 
linguistic expression as being a function, at least in part, of the meaning of others 
(as opposed to semantic atomism, which sees meaning as directly embedded in lin- 
guistic expressions themselves). Quine and Davidson argue that there will always be 
more than one possible meaning equally supported by all of the available interpreta- 
tive evidence. 

A practical difference with respect to definitions is that meaning realists will think 
of definitions in terms of being true or false, depending on whether they express the 
meaning-determining facts, whereas meaning antirealists will think of them in terms 
of being better or worse, depending on whether they allow for the range of interpreta- 
tions supported by the evidence while excluding those precluded by it. According to 
the meaning realists, there can only be one correct definition of religion\s; for meaning 
antirealists, there can be several. Acknowledging the indeterminacy of definition runs 
counter to the agenda of definitions to delimit and to create semantic boundaries; on 
this view, definitions would be unbounded and open up semantic relations rather than 
closing them off. 

Prior commitment, whether realized or not, to either meaning realism (and more 
specifically externalism or internalism) or meaning antirealism has profound implica- 
tions with respect to what types of definitions are admissible. Even though one of the 
co-authors of this chapter (Gardiner) endorses antirealist and holistic semantics (while 
Stausberg remains uncommitted), this chapter is not meant to advocate for any phil- 
osophical position in particular, but to unpack the philosophical choices often made 
when engaging in reflections on definitions of religion (or of anything else).
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What are often called real definitions purport that the definitional criteria are Satisfied 

by the objects in and of themselves. In other words, the objects to which the definieng, 

of real definitions apply are thought to have an objective existence whose identity cong;. 

tions are intrinsic to the things themselves—they are discovered, not invented—and the 
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Meaning realists of the internalist variety tend towards lexical definitions, which aim 

at giving a description of the ways a term is used in a linguistic community. Like the real 

definitions favored by the externalist variety, such definitions are true or false, though 

unlike them they are made so by intersubjective considerations of how communities 

use their language. Depending on the authority ascribed to the lexicon in a given lin- 

guistic community—consider the Oxford English Dictionary for speakers of English or 

the Duden for speakers of German—some such collections of definitions have norma- 

tive power, because different ways of using an expression can be resisted by referring to 

them. Bergunder suggests that scholars of religion implicitly use an “unexplained” and 

“contemporary, everyday understanding of religion” that is “widely regarded as capable 

of consensus and goes largely undisputed” (Bergunder 2014, 252). It is this implicit “con- 

sensual definition” which, he argues, delimits the “undisclosed subject matter of reli- 

gious studies” (255). In other words, he claims that there is a single universally accepted 

implicit definition lurking behind the myriad explicit ones on offer, and that it is the one 

doing the real work. 

Lexical definitions can be contrasted with another meaning realist form of defini- 

tion—stipulative definitions—in which definers introduce novel or unusual uses for a 

term within a given linguistic context such as a book. Here the connection to meaning 

realism is most stark, as stipulations tend towards a full determination of the definien- 

dum’s meaning, at least in the context of use intended by the stipulator. Here there is not 

so much a question of whether the definition is accurate or inaccurate as whether it does 

useful work in the context and whether those invited choose to accept it or not. William 

James's introduction of his definition of religion in Varieties of Religious Experience is a 

classic example: “Religion, therefore, as I now ask you arbitrarily to take it, shall mean 

for us...” (James 1958 [1902], 24). One danger of stipulative definitions, especially when 

using familiar definienda, is that definers or readers may equivocate between the stipu- 

lated meaning and more familiar ones. 

Substantive and Functional Definitions 

In the study of religion\s, a recurrent distinction is that between so-called functionalist 

and substantive definitions (with either type being potentially real, lexical, or stipula- 

tive). Simply put, functional definitions focus on what religions do and substantialist 

definitions on what religions are (what was earlier called their morphology). 

Substantive definitions aim at delineating the content of the religious from that of 

the non-religious. A glance at the definitions in the appendix show purported refer- 

ence to such things as: spiritual beings (Tylor), the holy (Otto), the sacred (Durkheim, 

Droogers), an unseen order (James), superhuman agents (Spiro, Jensen, Frankenberry), 

counterintuitive worlds (Atran). Besides the fact that these latter terms are not without 

ambiguity, critics have pointed out that such attempts face obvious counterexamples in 

two ways: for most proposed substantive criteria, (i) there are things commonly recog- 

nized as religions which lack them (such as Theravada Buddhism with respect to the
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ultimate importance of superhuman agents), and (ii) there are things commonly rec- 

ognized as non-religions which have them (such as spiritual beings in fairy stories or 

counterintuitive worlds in science fiction). In other words, finding a single set of sub- 

stantive features which all religions but only religions have has proven quite elusive. 

That has provided impetus to those who seek to define religion in functional terms, 

most commonly either socially (e.g. Durkheim) or individually (e.g. Tillich), both 

offering classical functional definitions, which allows for “an openness to religious 

diversity and without limitation on or presuppositions about the nature of the relj- 

gious reality” (Schilbrack 2013, 294). Tweed’s definition of religions (see appendix) 

as organic-cultural flows that intensify joy and confront suffering is a contemporary 

example of a functional definition. Some have rejected functional definitions entirely 

as committing the ‘functionalist fallacy’ (inferring that y causally explains x from the 

fact that x may function to produce y—¢.8. that the need for social cohesion can cause 

religions to arise as religions may cause social cohesion), though the jury is still out 

concerning whether there is a genuine fallacy here. Others have more specifically cri- 

tiqued functionalist definitions of religion by pointing out that they (i) leave out that 

which practitioners often take as the most important aspects of their religion, (ii) are 

too static, ignoring historical change, or (iii) are far too broad in that they become 

unspecific, vague, and include things that many would agree would not reasonably fall 

into the category (see, e.g. Fitzgerald 1997, 92-93: Riesebrodt 2010, xi). Moreover it has 

turned out that well-known functionalist definitions in fact also comprise substantive 

features (Bruce 2011)—Durkheim’s definition, for example, combines functional and 

substantive elements. Yet, there are some influential definitions—in particular by Tylor 

and Spiro—that are purely substantive (see also Snoek 1999; Flood 2012; Jensen 2014 

for recent examples). 

To overcome these limitations, some have sought a two-aspect approach, including 

both substantive and functional elements as aspects of their definitions of religion (see 

Pollack 1995 and Schilbrack 2013 for explicit strategies of this kind). To some extent this 

combination is a logical extension of both types of definitions: on the one hand, if reli- 

gion is defined substantially, one can assume that people will only invest their resources 

in religion and transmit it to future generations if it does effective work, so that substan 

tial definitions require functionality; on the other hand, functional definitions identify 

a problem religion is assumed to address or resolve (e.g. death, suffering, contingen} 

cohesion), which gives functional definitions a substantive dimension. 

Monothetic and Polythetic Definitions 

. a. . 
re 

Monothetic definitions require satisfaction of a single criterion, whether one ish 

property or a conjunction of them, for application of the definiendum. Ly 
. . . . . . . 

1 . _ tion of religion as belief in spiritual beings (see appendix) is a classic example = , 

ple monothetic definition, while Lincoln’s definition—in which religion an u ’ 

domains: specific types of discourse and related forms of practice, ©° 
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institutions—is a contemporary example of a complex one (see appendix). Monothetic 
definitions can be objectual or lexical, substantive, or functional. 

Developments in philosophy—in particular Wittgenstein’s posthumously published 
investigations on a theory of language and his metaphor of ‘family resemblance’ (1972 [1953])—and in various natural sciences such as evolutionary theory, bacteriology, bot- 
any, and zoology have challenged this classical way of thinking of classification and defi- 
nition. Those developments suggest an alternative to monothetic taxonomy—polythetic 
classification—which has also proven influential outside of their original contexts, espe- 
cially social anthropology (Needham 1975), and, with some delay, the study of religion\s 
(Snoek 1994; Saler 2000 [1993]; 2008). Polythetic definitions are similar to complex 
monothetic ones in that their definiens mention more than one criterion, but they differ 
from them in that there is no necessity that the things to which definienda apply sat- 
isfy all of the criteria. The basic principle is that satisfaction of some portion suffices for 
application of the definiendum. For example, in Lincoln's definition of a ‘proper religion’ 
(see appendix), networks or groups that have practices and communities grounded in 
religious discourses but lack institutions would not be considered a ‘proper’ religion, 
while a potential polythetic revision of this definition could allow for some subset of 
these characteristics, be it one, two, or three of them, to index the definiendum. With 
a monothetic approach, the question of whether a thing falls under the definition is an 
either-or one. With a polythetic approach, it is a more-or-less one: the more of the crite- 
ria satisfied, the more secure the application of the definiendum. 

The construction of polythetic definitions raises several problems. To begin with, how 
many criteria does something need to match in order to qualify: just one, some, sev- 
eral, many, or most? While this uncertainty may be removed by meta-criteria explicitly 
made in the definition itself, such as in Southwold’s rather liberal “at least some” ofa list 
of twelve quite distinct features (see appendix), any such demarcation would be arbi- 
trary and artificial. Further, how long shall the set of criteria be and how does one gen- 
erate the list? Is it practical to have a list of more than, say, ten or twenty criteria? More 
importantly: how does one get at the set of features? One strategy, akin to the method of 
extension (see section “To define or not to define”), is to select a so-called prototype, or 
several prototypes, which would generally be taken to exemplify the phenomenon in a 
paradigmatic manner; the criteria can then be derived froma morphological analysis of 
the prototype. Apples, for example, are prototypical fruits, dogs prototypical animals— 
and Christianity is often, in different parts of the world, considered a prototypical exam- 
ple for religion (a fact negatively noted by the ‘critical’ theorists). As such, a list could 
be prepared on the basis of an analysis of the basic formal structures of Christianity (or 
other candidates for prototypicality). This raises a series of problems. Is the process cir- 
cular (Christianity is a religion because religion is defined on the basis of Christianity)? 
Who decides on the issue of prototypicality and on which ground? Can such a list of 
criteria be achieved at all, how, and who decides on it? Shall the list be fixed or flexible? 
If it is flexible, so as to include the results of further analysis and discussion, any defini- 
tion becomes potentially revisable. Polythetic definitions are thereby far from unprob- 
lematic, at least from the standpoint of meaning realism (see section “Definitions and
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semantic theory’), and do not promise to achieve unambiguous Solutions Some hay 
even argued that polythetic definitions are antithetical to theorizing religion; Phils. 
pher Peter Byrne argues that “No theory of the religious is appropriate if the genus 
the religious is simply a collection of things connected by overlapping analogies” (Bytn 
1999, 384). Yet, polythetic definitions have the appeal of avoiding essentialism, Which 
is regarded by most scholars of religion as a pitfall and a danger (even though Most anti-essentialists have a hard time completely erasing essentialism from their own cri. tique, leaving aside the fact that some have a narrow conception of essentialism), Yet if polythetic definitions protect against essentialism, they do so in an uNcertain and costly manner. As a matter of fact, many definitions proposed by contemporary scho]. ars of religion are monothetic ones (see, for example, Frankenberry, Jensen, Schilbrack, in the appendix). The only d 

far apart in time, Space, or social position, siderably, whether they realize it or not, o commonality that, Davidso 
subject, although their un 
disagreement about X pres 
monalities are seen by thi 

the term religion, no matter how must as a semantic Precondition, agree con- n much of the definitional criteria. It is that n would say, allows them to be conversing about the same derstandings need not be anywhere near equivalent: even UPPoses a good deal of agreeme S semantic approach as polytheti and Bs respective implicit definitional cri as will speaker B’s and C’s, but (i) A~B’s Overlap needn't BC” | as A and C are far enough apart temporally, Spatially, social] fictia ~C’s; and as ong respective implicit definitional criteria may be Considerably , s mutionally, etc., their alist definitions, then, can be seen as an attempt to find words forean vitaning cata. 
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Homeostatic Property Cluster Definitions 
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worries raised against polythetic definitions, has arisen ; ethics ang Ing some of the 
science but has not yet received attention in the study of religion\. ae Philosophy of 
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has received wide attention. In a nutshell, a homeostatic property cluster is a family of 
natural properties which are non-accidentally related—i.e. the presence of one of them 
increases the likelihood of the presence of others—in virtue of common underlying 
‘mechanisms. In Boyd's example, he argues that moral goodness is predicated of things 
which display a set of properties that are homeostatically clustered around an underly- 
ing mechanism of satisfying important human needs, including physical (e.g. health), 
psychological (e.g. the need to exercise control over one’s own life), and social (e.g. the 
need for love and friendship) ones. Moral goodness can be polythetically defined, he 
says, by this homeostatically unified cluster of properties. There is one other important 
element of this type of definition, at least as envisioned by Boyd: the individual proper- 
ties of the cluster are allowed to be hierarchically ordered, in the sense that the presence 
of some might provide greater weight than others for applying the definiendum. It is 
even conceivable that, in certain cases, possession of one property might be deemed 
necessary (though not sufficient) for the application of the definiendum. A modified 
form of Lincoln's definition of religion (see appendix), for example, might insist on the 
presence ofa certain type of discourse as necessary for something to count asa religion, 
but that would not be enough for it to count; it must also display a certain type of prac- 
tice, community, or institution, etc. Homeostatic-style definitions that are constructed 
in this manner insert quasi-monothetic elements into a polythetic framework; they are 
quasi-monothetic because there are no sets of properties which are both necessary and 
sufficient for the application of the definiendum in every case. On a final note, Boyd 
insists that there may be irresolvable uncertainty in some cases of whether the definien- 
dum applies, but it is unclear whether this is because of uncertainty whether all of the 
properties in the cluster have been identified, whether the hierarchy has been correctly 
identified, how many of the properties of the cluster need to be realized, or because of a 
prior assumption of meaning antirealism. One advantage of homeostatic-style defini- 
tions is that particular examples can be empirically tested, at least to some degree; as 
the elements of the cluster must be non-accidentally related, it is predictable that the 
presence of one (or more) element will statistically increase the likelihood of the pres- 
ence of others. 

An outline of a possible homeostatic cluster definition of religion might go like 
this: religion is to be defined by reference to a homeostatic cluster of commonly men- 
tioned features, e.g. actions, attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, communities, discourses, 
emotions, experiences, institutions, narratives, representations, signs, etc. They are 
clustered, it might be argued, in the sense that the presence of one of these features 
makes the presence of others more likely; e.g. that a social formation defined as reli- 
gion not only comprises actions, attitudes, etc., but that these are predicted to co- 
occur; for example, that there will be relevant types of behavior where one observes 
a requisite form of narrative. The proposed definition would then also express (i) a 
hierarchical ordering of at least some of these features, some of which may be nec- 
essary and (ii) underlying mechanisms which cluster them homeostatically (e.g. 
anthropomorphism [Guthrie], by-products of normal evolutionary cognitive devel- 
opment [Barrett/Boyer], the cognitive representation of actions [Lawson/McCauley],
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exchange processes [Stark], ritual [Rappaport], inter ibaa Practices [Riesebrog 
or communication [Luhmann]). One limitation to a homeostatic-style approach j, tha 
it calls for a robust theory of religion (see Stausberg/Engler, "Theories of Religion» thi 
volume), and might not serve as a preliminary means of delineating the Subject mat. 
ter prior to theorizing. Whether this is a worry comes down to the relation between 
defining and theorizing religion: does defining precede theorizing OF vice versa? From 
a practical point of view it is likely to be a two-way relationship: definitions are refineg 
by theorizing, but theorizing is guided by definitional delineations. The sort of bal. 
ancing we noted between the methods of extension and of intension earlier wil] likely 
resurface here. 

Perhaps the most problematic feature of homeostatic-style definitions is their con- 
nection with an attempt to naturalize the thing defined: recall that, for Boyd, the defin- 
ing clustered properties are natural ones. Some theorists, principally the ‘critical’ ones 
might therefore balk at the very idea of a homeostatic-style definition of religion: relj. 
gion, they often maintain, must be de-naturalized rather than re-naturalized. But, the 
question as to whether religion is a natural kind is a theoretical, nota definitional, prob- 
lem. This question rests on the deeper theoretical question of what constitutes natural 
kinds. It is worth nothing that naturalism does not imply, as seems to be often assumed, 
Staticity, non-contingency, timelessness, unconstructedness, ahistoricity, or immu- 
nity from critique or change. Moreover, despite Boyd’s interest in using homeostatic- 
style definitions to advance forms of ontological realism (moral and scientific), there is 
nothing in such definitions themselves which prevents them being extended to socially 
constructed phenomena. ‘Games’—as a general type including such specific instances 
as chess, baseball, or monopoly—is a paradigmatic example of a social construction, 
but a homeostatic-style definition does not seem impossible for them. Wittgenstein’s 
famous injunction against defining ‘game’ (1972 [1953], $$65-67) is only an injunc- 
tion against a real definition of it, and the general idea of family resemblances is blown 
out of all proportion to the argument that he actually gives for it. He mentions only three aspects around which people have tried to essentialize games—amusement, 
competition, and skill—and he points out, correctly enough, that not every game is amusing, or competitive, OE requires skill. Yet, we Tecognize that the Presence of these 
features increases the claim that a given instance will fall under the concept: i.e. an ‘vity that was amusing and competitive would be mor lik p 2 he. activity ; oa € ‘ikely to be recognized as e than one to which people were indifferent or which requ; 8} = 
a gam ver, one that was amusing and required skill] aired no special abili- ties. Moreover, that was competitive, suggesting » h would be More likely than not 
inal . crise Finally, speculations regarding wena ane relationship between 
polythetic cr are homeostatically clustered cannot be me mechanisms by which these features €d out: e.g. it might bear gue d ose humans who go in for games havea tendency, whethe 
neon enculturation, OF ee = (eee Suite analy set up eater of evo" 
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Value-Free and Universal Definitions 

Religions are a matter of public dis y category and definition of religion (the word and the thing). Given its disputed character, we might conclude that “[a] value-free definition of ‘religion’ is thus impossible” (Devine 1986, 271). This, of course, does not logically imply that the expressi 

pute, and so is the ver 

ical product of discursive Processes” (1993, 29). Remarkably, Asad seems simultaneously to den y the possibility of defining religion and to acknowledge that religions have “constitutive elements and relationships? as if those could somehow be known in the absence of some sort of, even rudimentary, defini- tion. Moreover, Asad’s argument rests on the important qualifier ‘universal’: it remains unclear whether he thinks that all definitions invoke timeless characteristics, or whether he thinks that non-universal definitions of religion would be possible. From the fact that particular religions are historically specific, it does not necessarily follow that they can- not share some common elements. His second point is similarly questionable: from the facts that all discourse is linguistic and that all actual languages are historically situated, it does not follow that a particular language cannot talk about things that transcend its historical location. Or perhaps Asad inte nds that universal definitions are impossible only when historically situated languages talk about historically situated things: i.e. per- 
haps universal definitions are possible for such natural entities as water, even though 
our speaking about water is itself part of a historically situated discursive process, but 
not for such things as religion? In sum, Asad’s influential statement is far from clear. 

The Dutch scholar of religion Jan G. Platvoet provides a more coherent argument 
against a “universally valid definition of religion” which he deems “most likely, unat- 
tainable” and “a recent Western idiosyncracy” (1999a, 255, 251). Platvoet argues against 
such a ‘universal’ definition based upon several features of religion (1999a, 247-252): the 
diachronic and synchronic diversity of religions (polymorphism); their density and 
complexity (polyvalence); the variety of their meanings (polysemantics) and of their 

functions (polyfunctionality); the likelihood of extreme religious innovation in the 
future; and the Western origin and specificity of the concept of religion (on the latter 
problem see Casadio, “Historicizing and Translating Religion,’ this volume). Platvoet, 
however, argues that there is a pressing need for definitions of religion in order “to clar- 
ify terms, concepts, and theories” (Platvoet 1999a, 254), and he stresses the potential 
heuristic, analytical, and explanatory uses of a definition of religion (255). — 

One problem with Asad’s and Platvoet'’s arguments is that they seem to use ‘univers . 
definitions’ as shorthands for ‘definition’ as such under the implicit es 0 
an equivalence model (see section “Meanings of definition: Theoretical ee Oe 

ture”): it is the diversity, ie. non-equivalence, of actual religions that 7 “ oe 

making a universal definition covering them all impossible. Yet, if we 0 aah Abt to 
points made by Asad and Platvoet are really central for religion, there is
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weaves through these myriad uses: e.g, universal acceptability as per (i) Operates on a 
very different level from the others. On the other hand, (i 
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One of the key practical payoffs of defining is to address or overcome ambiguities 

in communication. Appeals to define one’s term typically arise when understanding is 

at risk, when misunderstandings are suspected. Definitions are also a powerful tool to 

enhance reflexivity: asking oneself what one means exactly by a word is always a use- 

ful exercise for achieving greater clarity (not necessarily about the object, but certainly 

about the nature of the respective inquiry and one’s own horizon and perspective). On 
the other hand, definitions can also be used as a political instrument of control, coer- 

cion, and denial, a point noticed by Chidester (1996) in his study of the South African 

colonial frontiers. The one who defines is the one who decides what's in and what'’s out, 

who understands and who doesn't, and who speaks knowledgeably and who doesn't. 
This is especially true if one is committed to the admissibility of only real definitions: i.e. 
that once accepted, a definition expresses a fundamental truth. Definitions can substan- 
tiate real claims, and real definitions—insofar as people grant them reality—are particu- 
larly powerful in this respect. 

Critics of certain studies—e.g. on religion and politics, or religion and science—may 
hold that the particular subject area was delimited wrongly to start with, so that the 
studies were misconceived right from the start. In fact, inter-, cross-, or transdiscipli- 
nary work brings to light that terms are often used in different fashions across the dis- 
ciplines: disciplines such as economy, history, philosophy, political science, psychology, 
or theology often speak of religion in different manners than do scholars of religion\s; 
these differences can be measured by eliciting definitions in order to make implicit 
understandings explicit. In a more technical sense, definitions are crucial in academic 
projects that seek to measure the effects of religion, or individual religiosity (religion 
as transmitted, learned, acquired, and developed), on other variables (attitudes, prefer- 
ences, behavior, etc.). For example, empirical investigation of relations between religion 
and health, including the question whether religious people are healthier than non- 
religious people, requires an operationalization of ‘religion’ or ‘religious: 

Definitions of religion are of importance also beyond the purely academic sphere, 
especially in the realm of law (see Schonthal, “Law; this volume), public administration, 
and taxation. The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights entitles every human 
to the “freedom of thought, conscience and religion” ($18). This includes the “freedom, 
either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion 
or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance” ($18). Religion is not defined 
in this Declaration, and it is not universally clear which entities would be protected by 
this stipulation. On a national scale, there is legislation pertaining to religion in differ- 
ent spheres of law. A prominent example is the United States. The First Amendment 
to the United States Constitution (adopted in 1791) declares: “Congress shall make no 
law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the exercise thereof.” While 
it is clear that this protection was initially offered to (Protestant) Christianity, this pro- 
tection was not intended to be restricted to this religion alone: the principle author, 
Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), remarked in his autobiography that it was “meant to 
Comprehend within the mantle of its protection the Jew and the Gentile, the Christian 
and Mahometan, the Hindoo and infidel of every denomination” (Jefferson 2009 [1821],
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37). Over the course of American history, an increasing and accelerating number of 
tenders for religion have arrived on the scene. In order to judge what deseryec pr 
tion as religion and what does not requires a definition of religion ( Greenawalt 198). 
Feofanov 1994). Areas of litigation where recognition as religion is relevant in the Unite 
States include matters of tax exemption, schools and schooling, the military and Cons¢i. 
entious objection, free speech, property, Sunday rules, land development, employmen, 
regulations, prison rules, medical procedures, adoption, and child custody ( Greenawal 
2006). Other legal systems face similar challenges. The purpose for which definition 
are required in this context is classificatory: does a particular group, institution, or ohe. rary schol . a " eon or not? Few definitions proposed by contempo. 
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with the religious (Asad 2003). The ‘new atheists’—by defining religion in opposition 
to science, which they view as an inexorable force for secularization—denigrate the 

religious as irrational and portray religion as bad science. Conversely, many in the cre- 

ationist movement, especially in the United States, use the label ‘secular’ as a pejora- 

tive. Some Iranian religious scholars who seek to liberate religion from the grip of the 

(Islamic) state, on the other hand, advocate ‘religious secularity’ (Ghobadzadeh 2015). 

Along the internal/vertical divide, Durkheim's defining of magic in opposition to reli- 
gion, as ‘wrong religion, reproduces within the realm of scholarship normative ideas 
from within the religious field. A choice of where to place the definitional divide on the 
vertical axis could all too easily contribute to the suppression, denigration, or margin- 
alization of certain groups or phenomena. This is as much a danger inside the academy 
as outside of it: many phenomena have been ignored by scholars of religion as a result of 
their not falling within predominant definitions; the new field of Western Esotericism is 
one counter-reaction against such exclusionary practices. 

APPENDIX 
  

SAMPLE OF ACADEMIC DEFINITIONS OF RELIGION 

Classical 

Kant (1960 [1793], 142): “Religion is the recognition of all duties as divine commands,” 

Tylor (1903 [1871], 424): “the beliefin Spiritual Beings” 

Durkheim (1995 [1912], 44 [italics in original]): “A religion is a unified system of beliefs and prac- 

tices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices 
which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them” 

James (1958 [1902], 58): “the belief that there is an unseen order, and that our supreme good lies 
in harmoniously adjusting ourselves thereto.” 

James (1958 [1902], 42 [italics in original]): “Religion, therefore, as I now ask you arbitrarily to 
take it, shall mean for us the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, 
so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the 
divine.” 

Tillich (1960, 6): “Religion is the state of being grasped by an ultimate concern, a concern 
which qualifies all other concerns as preliminary and which itself contains the answer to the 
question of the meaning of our life.” 

Geertz (1973 [1966], 90 [italics in original]): “(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish 
powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating con- 

ceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of 

actuality that (5) the mood and motivations seem uniquely realistic? 

Spiro (1966, 96): “an institution consisting of culturally patterned interactions with culturally 
postulated superhuman agents.” 

Southwold (1978, 370-371): “Roughly, then, anything which we would call a religion must have 

at least some of the following attributes:
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(1) Acentral concern with godlike beings and men’s relation with them. 
(2) A dichotomisation of elements of the world intro sacred and profane, 

cern with the sacred. 

An orientation towards salvation from the ordinary conditions of world] 
Ritual practices. 

5) Beliefs that are neither logically nor empirically demonstrable or highly probable 
(6) Anethical code, supported by such beliefs. 
(7) Supernatural sanctions on infringements of that code. 

(8) A mythology. 
(9) A body of scriptures, or similarly exalted oral traditions. 

(10) A priesthood, or similar specialist religious elite. 
(11) Association with a moral community... 

(12) Association with an ethnic or similar group.’ 
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Byrne (1999, 385): “[A] religion is any set of symbols (and associated actions, attitudes, feelings 
and experiences) providing human beings with a solution to evil by way of a theodicy ..., 
Religion is that propensity in human beings (however grounded) to respond to evil by seek- 
ing the kind of meaning (to engage in the kinds of actions, exhibit the kind of attitudes .. ) 
associated with the enterprise of theodicy” 

Atran (2002, 264): “Religions are costly, hard-to-fake commitments to counterintuitive 
worlds. . .. There is no such entity as ‘religion’ . . .” 

Lincoln (2003, 5-7 [italics in original]): A proper religion comprises four domains: “1. A dis- course whose concerns transcend the human, temporal, and contingent, and that claims for itself a similarly transcendent status. ... 2. A set of practices whose goal is to produce a proper world and/or proper human subjects, as defined by a religious discourse to which these prac- tices are connected. ... 3..A community whose members construct their identity with reference to a religious discourse and its attendant Practices. ... 4. An institution that regulates religious discourse, practices, and community, reproducing them over time and modifying them as nec- essary, while asserting their eternal validity and transcendent value” Tweed (2006, 54 [italics in original]): “Religions are confluences of organic-cultural flows that intensify joy and confront suffering by drawing on human Jorces to make homes and cross 
Droogers (2009, 277): “Religion is the field of experiencing the sacred—a field in which both believers and scholars act, each category applying the human capacity for play, within th constraints of. Power mechanisms, to the articulation of basic human dichotomies th . ing an extra dimension to their construction and view of reality” asada Schilbrack (2013, 306): “normative practices that at least implicitly make ontolog; : terms of which the practical norms are authorized” ical claims in Schilbrack (2013, 313): “Forms of life predicated u i 

3 pon the reality of the su irica]™ Jensen (2014, 8): Semantic and cognitive networks comprising ideas, behave ical tions in relation to counter-intuitive superhuman agents, objects and mae and institu. Frankenberry (2014, 195-196): “The short version is this: religion can b = of myth and ritual. The long version has three Parts: (1) Religion ig ; defined aS a system Propositional attitudes (i.e. beliefs, including hopes, fears, and desires) any al System of 

Practices that
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are related to superhuman agents. (2) Myth is a story with a beginning, middle, and end, 
which was or is transmitted orally about the deeds of superhuman agents. The salience of 
‘oral transmission’ places certain genres, such as novels and science fiction, out of bounds 
as myths. (3) Ritual is a system of communal action consisting of both verbal and nonverbal 
interactions with a superhuman agent or agents.” 

GLOSSARY 

Definienda/definiens the former is that which is defined; the latter is that which does the 
defining. 

Equivalence/elucidation a basic divide in conceptions of definition: the former holds that 
definiens are merely stylistic variants of definienda; the latter holds that definiens advance 
our understanding of definienda. 

Meaning realism/antirealism a basic divide in philosophical theories of meaning: the former 
holds that meaning (semantic content) is fully determinate in principle; the latter regards it 
as variable and fluid in both practice and principle. 

Monothetic/polythetic definition a basic divide in types of definition: the former requires that 
all of the criteria mentioned in the definiens be satisfied by whatever to which the definien- 
dum applies; the latter requires satisfaction of only some of the criteria. 

Objectual/lexical definitions a basic divide in conceptions of definition: the former purport to 
define objects; the latter purport to define words. 

Real definition a common type of definition which assumes that the thing defined has real or 
objective existence, often attempting to state the essential features of the thing. 

Substantive/functional definition a basic divide in conceptions of definition: the former pro- 
ceeds by mentioning properties of the thing defined; the latter proceeds by mentioning what 
the thing does. 
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