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In one sense , the study of religions is as old as religion itself, or at least as the first human 
beings who looked at their neighbours or themselves and wondered what they were doing 
when they did what we have come to call religion. In another sense , in most pa rtS o f the 
world the study of religions in a narrower, more technical sense, as the non-theological study 
of religion in the context of higher education, did no t begin in earnest until afte r the Second 
Wo rld Wa r. In the same period, the academic study of religio ns expanded greatly in Eu rope, 
which already had firm if small tradi tions o f such study. In those parts of the wo rld that had 
traditions of teaching theology, such as North America and colonial Africa, the development 
of the study of religions was largely a shift in emphasis from examining the world thro ugh 
a lens shaped by religious conviction to examining it thro ugh one shaped by perspectival 
pluralism, re ligious uncertainty, or anti ~ re lig iou s naturalism, usually an uneve n mixture o f 
all three. The shift rarely satisfied everyone. In other parts o f the world, such as East Asia, 
it invo lved building an academic enterprise around an imported foreign category, 'religion', 

Although the expansion and inte rnationaliza tion of the study of religions began in 
ea rnes t afte r the Second World War, an exac t starting po int is impossible to dete rmine. As 
the preceding chapter demonstrates, the academic study of re ligions had a long prehistory 
and history in Europe, and the global move to study religions academically had neither a 
single founder nor a founding moment. Nevertheless, it is clear that as Europe and Japan 
rebuil t, as Europe gradually divested itself of its colonies , as much of the rest of the world 
tried its hand at self-government, and as the Cold War divided up the wo rld be twee n two 
and later three great powers vying for influence, the United States, the Soviet Union , and 
the People's Republic o r China, universities and colleges in many parts of the world instituted 
programmes for the study o f religions. 

From the point of view of history, it is just becoming possible to assess the earliest of these 
events. Their lasting significance - the significance tha t makes people in la ter periods want 
to remember them and transmit them to succeeding generatio ns as history - will not be 
apparent until those la te r periods come into being. At the same time, o ne sho uld not ignore 
the m, even if it is te mpting for o lder gene rations to dismiss some developme nts as re trograde. 
They are the movements that shape the study of religions today. 

The study of religion in context 

There were probably many reasons for the expansion and interna tiona lization of religious 
studies after the Seco nd World War. Some of them were truly global in scope. 
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, One reason was the vast expansion of bath the world's populat io n and of te rtiary ed ucation. 
In 1900 the world's population was 1.65 bill ion ( 109). In 1950 it was 2.5 bi ll ion; by 1999 it was 
almos t 6 bi ll ion. With a ll other factors constant, the number of scholars studying religions 
worldwide should have increased four-fold during the course of the twentieth century, most 
of the growth taking place after the Second World War. O ther factors did no t, howeve r, 
remain constan t. After the Second World War, coun tries in Europe and the Eu ropean 
diaspora ge nerally shifted from e lite to mass unive rsities, giving a much higher perce ntage 
of their popu lations access to higher education and employment within it. Furthe rmore , 
in both the de~co loni z ing world and in nations attempting to demonstrate the viability of 
an alternati ve politica l ideology, such as the People 's Republic of C hina, the establishment 
and promo tion of tertialY educational institutions allowed governments to sta ke claims to 

quality. A government that fostered a system of universities and colleges deserved loyalty and 
respect. Under such conditions even a fiel d of study that loses a moderate amoun t of market 
share will actually expand (cf. Frank and Gabler 2006). 

S uch statistics alone do not, however, explain the expansio n and in ternatio nalizatio n 
of the study of religions after the Second World War. Significant global technological 
and cu ltural developments probably played a role, too. Among them one might mention 
infras tructural factors such as the introd uction in the la te 1950s of commercial jet aircraft 
- the de Havilland Comet 4 and the more successful Boeing 707 in October 1958, the 
Douglas DC-8 in September 1959; and the launch of communica tion sa telli tes - Sputnik I 
in October 195 7, Project SCORE in December 1958, Telstar in Ju ly 1962 . Commercial jet air 
transportation ga ve increasing numbers o f people, including scholars, ready access to more 
distant parts of the world. Satelli tes enabled the transmission of higher volumes of audi tory 
and visual communication throughout much of the world. Both had the e ffec t of stimu lating 
curiosity abo ut places elsewhere, c reating demand fo r knowledge abollt religions, among 
other topics , and providing affordable means to meet that demand . At least in some people, 
they also had the effect of undercutting older, loca lly defin ed loyalties, including assertions 
of exclusive claims to religious Truth associated with traditional approaches to theology.' For 
the pluralists, the space programmes of the 1960s and early 1970s , especially images of the 
earth from space, such as the earth rising over the moon shot from Apollo 8 in 1968 and 
the whole-earth view sho t from Apollo 17 in 1972 , provided visual icons. There is also some 
evidence that the events of the Holocaust and the Second World Wa r themselves made 
parochial definiti ons of Truth seem more untenable wi thin an academic context (Frank and 
Gabler 2006: 67). 

In addition to global factors, local factors probably also contributed to an expansion in 
the volume of the study of religions as well as to a shift in its emphases in various parts of 
the world. For exa mple, in the 1950s, during the Cold War against godless Communism, 
religiosity and, in some circles, religious plurality beca me markers of identi ty for the United 
States. (Significantly, the study of religions had very different trajectories in nations under 
the influence of the Soviet Union.) In 1963 the US Supreme Court noted in a ruling that 
although government institutions could not teach students to be religious, they could and 
probably should teach students about religions (School District of Abington v. SchemPll 374 
US 225 [1963 J). As the Vietnam War and public opposition to it intensified, interest in 
Asian religio ns gre w, because the expe rience o( the war and its aftermath provided mo rc 
intimate contact with what often seemed strange rcligionsi consider the impact of Thich 
Quang Duc's self-immolation on June II, 1963. That interest also grew because religions 
like Buddhism and Hinduism could be promoted as alternatives to a see mingly stifling and 
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bell icose Christianity. In 1965, the United States also changed its immigration laws, allowing 
limited numbers of Asians, previously ba rred, to enter the COUlHl)', eventually crea ting a new 
religious demographic. 

Expansion and intern a tionali zation 2 

These factors and others as well combined in the decades fo llowing the Second World War to 
crea te a general shift coward a more pluralistic conception of religious studies as well as the 
establishment of new academic uni ts and positions. Until the 19605 many state universities 
in the United States had largely avoided the study of religions. In the I 960s state universities 
began to found academic uni ts for it. The most significant of these was the department of 
religious studies at the University of California-Santa Barbara, established in 1964. Although 
Friedrich Max Muller (1 867) had announced the birth of the science of religion whi le 
working at Oxford, the United Kingdom had lacked academic units devoted to its study. 
That changed, toO, as Great Britain began to institute such programmes, especially in its new 
universities. The way was led by Ninian Smart, who founded the first British department of 
religious studies in Lancaster University in 1967 . Earlier, in 1960, the fifth section (Sciences 
religieuses) of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris expanded to include 29 chairs. It 
has since grown to roughly twice that size and is the largest single unit devoted to the study 
of religions in Europe. In orientation its work has tended to be more exactingly historica l and 
philological than is often the case in religious studies departments in other countries. 

At the o ther end of the Eurasian land mass, the People's Republic of C hina founded the 
Institute for World Religions in Beijing in 1964, although the Cultural Revolution (1966-
1976) severely disrupted its work . In Korea and japan the study of religions was promoted 
through academic appointments and the establishment of new academic units, such as the 
chair of religious studies at the University of Tsukuba, founded in 1973 . In New Zealand 
(Aotearoa), the Un iversity of Otago_established a chair in the phenomenology of religion 
in 1966; Victoria Un iversity, Wellington, established a chair in religious studies in 197 1. 
The Un iversities of Queensland and Sydney, Aystra lia, established Departments of Studies 
in Religion in 1974 and 1977, respectively. Meanwhile, in Africa, especially those parts of 
Africa formerly under British rule, programmes in religious studies wcre founded as newly 
inde pendent African nations established national universities. Nigeria was and remains 
particularly active in the study of religions, beginning with the founding of the department of 
religious studies at the University of lbadan in 1949. In addition to local African professors, 
African programmes in religious studies have benefited from the services of many leading 
scholars of European and, less frequently, North American origin, such as Geoffrey Parrinder, 
j. G. Platvoe t, james Cox , ROSGlind Hackett, and David Chidester. 

Scholarship involves more than academic uni ts in un iversities. It also involves 
professiona l associations and other structures that facilitate scholarly communication and 
research. These structures, too, map the growth of religious studies during the las t fifty years . 
Among the new professional associations founded after the Second World War were the 
International Association for the History of Religion (established 1950), fo llowed (or in some 
cases preceded) by the founding of national associations in many European countries, the 
American Academy of Religion (the new name give n to the National Association of Bible 
Instructors in 1963), the Korea Association for Stud ies of Religion (1970), later revived as 
the Korean Association for the History of Religions; the Society for the Sociology of Religion 
(a j apanese association founded in 1975; the japanese Association for Religious Studies has 
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b~en founded in 1930); the Australian Associat ion for the Study of Religion (J 975); the New 
Zealand Association for the Study of Religion (1978); the r mainland] Ch inese Associat ion 
of Religious Studies (1979), and the African Association for the Study of Religion (1992). 
Similarly, a host of new journals came into be ing, incl uding, to name only a few: Numen 
(journal of the IAHR, 195 4), Przeglad Religiaznawczy (Poland, 1957), History of Religions (US, 
196 1), Tcrnenas (Finland, 1965) ,101,mal of Religion in Africa, Religion en Afrique (Africa, 1967), 
Religion (UK and North America, 1971), l alJanese l aumal of Religious Studies Gapa n, 1974) , 
Shijie Zangjiaa Yanjiu (China, 1979) ,langkya Yeang1' (Korea, 1986), l aumal for ,he Study of 
Religion (Southern Africa , 1988), Me,hod and Theory in the Stltdy of Religion (North America, 
1989), Zeirschriit fiir Religionswissenschaf' (Germany, 1993), Religio. Revue /'1"0 Religionistiku 
(Czech Republic, 1993), ArclJaevs: S",dies in the History of Religions (Romani a, 1997), and 
Bandue (Spa in, 2007). Space does not pe rmit mentioning the many book series and text 
books, reference works, and anthologies that appeared, but one might note the publication of 
twO editions of two major encyclopaedias in this period: Religion in Geschichte und Gegemuart 
(1957-1965, 1998-2005) and The fncyc/o/,edi" of lle/igian (1987 ,2005 ). 

It wou ld be misleading to suggest that after the Second World War religious studies 
emerged eq ually in every part of the world . In the Soviet sphere of influence , the study of 
religions was under severe poli tical pressure, and some scholars, such as Kurt Rudolph, an 
expert in Gnosticism and Mandaeism at the Un iversity of Leipzig, left for the West. Since 
the fall of European Communism, vigorous program mes in religious studies have arisen in 
places such as the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, and Bu lgaria, with recent promising 
beginnings in Russia itself. Aside from Israel, universities in the Middle East still tend to 
teach 'theology', or rathe r, Islamic law, although a non-theological study of religions has 
begun to emerge in some countries, such as Turkey. In South America, other academic units, 
such as history, anthropology, sociology, and psychology, genera lly study local religions. In 
South A sia there are very few programmes in re ligio us studies, but sociology, introduced into 
Indian universities in the 1960s , has produced very fine scholarly work on religions, such as 
the work ofT. N. Madan (1976, 2004 , 2006). 

Theoretical beginnings 

Despite the wide geographical ex panse of the study of religion, theoretical work in the 
field has tended to be done in Europe or countries associated with the European diaspora. 
That hardly means, however, that only people of western European ancestry have been 
theoret ically influential. A domi nant influence in the fi rst part of the period under review 
was the 'Chicago school', associated above all with the names of three professors at the 
University of Chicago, none of whom was western European in the common usage of the 
term: Joseph M. Kitagawa, C harles H. Long, and Mircea Eliade. 

In many ways the Romanian-born scholar, Mircea Eliade (1907- 1986), defined the study 
of re ligions throughout much of the period under consideration. T hat is true both for his 
admirers and for his many critics, who reacted by deliberately contrasting their work with his. 
Although Eliade is closely associated with the name 'history of re ligions', the designation was 
in some sense a relic of Romanian and French terminology as well as of earlier terminology 
at the University of Chicago. Rather than history, Eliade's thinking represented perhaps the 
last grand flourishing of the phenomenology of religion. Rejecting approaches that sought to 
explain religion in terms of something that was not religio lls, sllch as society o r the human 
psyche, he attempted to develop what he called a morphology of the sacred. That is, he 
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wanted to identi fy the basic forms through which the sacred manifested itself in human 
consciousness . He was particularly interested in cosmogonies (myths of origin) and their 
ritual re,enac rment, which he interpreted as an attempt to return to the time or origins 
and live in close proximity to the sacred. He developed these ideas in full form in Pattems in 
Comparative Religion (1 949b: Eng. trans. 1958) and The Myth of the EtenlQl Rewm (I 949a: 
Eng. trans. 1954), then repeated them tirelessly in a series of more popu lar books. He was also 
particularly known for his studies of yoga (1954: Eng. trans. 1958) and shamanism (1951 : 
Eng. trans. 1964) . 

Ninian Smart (1927-200 1) had a different background and a different approach to the 
study of religions. He also occupied a different sphere of influence. A Scotsman, he read 
philosophy and classics at O xford. As noted above, he founded the department of religious 
studies at Lancas ter Uni versity in 1967. Eventually he also took a position in the United 
States at the University of Califo rnia-Santa Barbara. While Eliade's no tion that the sacred 
manifests itself as a struc ture of human conscio usness can be read in a re ligiously committed 
sense, Smart (1973) insisted that scholars of religions needed to adopt a methodologica l 
agnosticism: as scholars they should be non-committal in the matter of religious truth. 
Instead of developing a grand theory of religious content, as Eliade did, Smart identified 
six, later seven, dimensions constitutive of religion: doctrinal, mythological, ethical, ritual, 
experiential, inst itu tional, and material. He also famo usly no ted the sim ilarity betwee n 
Marxism, for example, and more traditional religions and suggested that the study of religions 
is properly the study of world views (Smart 1983) . Like Eliade, he, too, was a popu larizer, bu t 
in a broader range of med ia. A notable example was his series 'The Long Sea rch' on BBC 
television (Smart 1977). 

O ne fin al fi gure anticipa ted much work in the study of re ligions that was to follow, 
the Canadian Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1916--200 1), a professor at Harvard, among o ther 
universities. An Islamic ist who taught in Laho re prior to Pakistani independence, Smith 
(1963) cri tically interrogated the central category on which religious studies is based, 
'religio n' itself The tcrm, he contended , was a modern invention that did no t correspond to 

what was found empirically throughout most of human history. He recommended replacing it 
with the te rms 'faith' and 'c umulative tradition'. In addition, he objected to an objectivizing, 
'us' and 'them' mentality, wh ich he saw underlying religious stud ies. He e nvisioned a time 
when the peoples of the world would come toge ther to talk wi th each o ther about themselves 
(Smith 1959: 34). If Smart advocated a methodological agnosticism and Eliade provided 
a grand statement of the cOntent allegedly underlying all religions, Smith took a different 
approach and eventually moved Towards a World Theology (l 98 1). 

These three thinkers were not the only leading figures in the study of religions at the 
beginning of the period under consideration. There were many o ther impo rtant scho lars 
as wel l. Arguably those who did careful historical and phi lological work contributed just 
as much if not more substance to the study of religion than these three figures did. Among 
such scholars one might name, to include only a fell', Hideo Kishimoto (1 903-1964) and 
!chiro Hori (l91O-1974) in Japan, P. V. Kane (1880-1 972) in India, Raffaele Pettazzoni 
(1883-1959) in Italy, Annemarie Schimmel (1922-2003) in Germany, Henri-Charles Puech 
(l902- 1986) and Marcel Simon (l907- 1986) in France, S. G. F Brandon (1907- 1971) in 
the United Kingdom, and Okot p'Bitek {I 93 1- 1982) in Uga nda, generally known for his 
contribu tions to literature but also important for his contributions to the study of African 
traditional re ligions. Nevertheless, the prominence of the institutions with which Eliade 
(Paris, Chicago), Smart (Lancaster, Santa Barbara), and Smith (Harvard, Dalhousie) were 
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associated gave them unparalleled importance for scholars of re ligions who aspired to be 
more than philologists or historians in the strictest sense o f the words. They served to define 
three major sub~communities with in the study of religions. 

Second thoughts 

Figures like Eliade, Smart, and Smith provided starting points for the study of religions 
during the last fifty years. It is striking, howeve r, how li ttle of the work that has been done 
has directly deve loped their ideas. Most theoretical directions in the study of religion have 
been set from the outside as scholars reacted to the writings of Eliade, Smart, and Smith, 
especially Eliade. Although some have wanted to see the study of religion as a discipline, 
defined by a particular method, in practice it has been an undisciplined, polymethodic field 
largely planted with seeds from elsewhere. Many heirloom cultivars - ideas of earlier scholars 
such as Emile Durkheim, Sigmund Freud, and Max Weber - have continued to produce rich 
crops. Among the most important so urces of new seeds have been anthropology, literary 
studies, cultural studies, and in recent days, the social sciences. 

An anthropological turn 

A central claim in Eliade's theory of re ligion was that 'archaic' peoples were the prime 
representatives of homo religiosl1s, religious humaniry. It should not come entirely as a surprise , 
then, that in the last fifry years scholars of religions have turned to the fie ld that once took 
such 'archaic' peoples as its object of study, anthropology. Ini tia lly they used anthropology as 
a means to assess and critique Eliade's claims. Then they returned to it repeatedly as a well 
from which to draw the freshest methodological waters. This is not the place to recite the 
history of anthropology over the last fifty yea rs, but some names are unavoidable. 

While Eliade had sought to identify the content of religious thought, the French 
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss took a different approach, art iculated in several books 
from the mid-1950s to the early 1960s (1955, 1958, 1962a, 1962b; Eng. trans. beginning 
196 1). Under the Inspirat ion of structural linguistics, he tried to describe the logical 
patterns according to which the mind worked, along with their implications. The resulting 
structuralism, which made heavy use of binary oppositions to identify the language underlying 
religious 'utterances' rather than the mea ning of the utterances themselves, became a major 
move ment within the study of religions. Levi-Strauss himself applied the method at length 
to the elucidation of myth. Wendy Doniger, who studies Hindu mythology, applied it to good 
effect in her early work on the god Siva (1973). Hans Penner (1989, 1998) has continued to 
be a vigorous spokesperson for the possibilities of structuralism. 

Other anthropologists also exercised profound influence on the study of religions 
beginning in the 1960s. The American, Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) sought to effect a 
paradigm shift in anthropology away from a structural-functionalist anthropology that sought 
causa l explanations toward a hermene utical anthropology that sought to understand the 
meaning of symbols. Among his most influential contributions to the study of religions are 
his programmes of 'thick description' , identifying local knowledge, and 'reading' culture as 
a text, as well as his account of 'religion as a cultural system' (Geertz 1973, 1983). Another 
important anthropologist from the sa me period, Victor W Turner (1920-1983), adapted 
Arnold van Gennep's analysis of rites of passage to many other cultural areas, exploring 
the anti-s tructural phase of' liminali ty' in activities such as pi lgrimage (Turner 1967, 1969, 
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1974) . Mary Douglas {I 92 1-2007) rose to prominence because of her book Pllri'y (md Danger 
.( 1966), which, inspired by structuralism, argued that dirt and pollu tion were no t the result 
o f natural experiences but rather re flected an inabili ty to fit certain items in w established 
ca tego ries. Each of these anthropologists was ex tremely infl uential on work in the study of 
religions. For example, Victor Turner is in some ways a founding fi gure for the later fie ld of 
ritual stud ies . 

T he names Geertz, Turner, and Douglas hardly exhaust the anthropologists from the 
1960s who had an impact on the study of religion. Among his many wri tings, the structuralist 
Ed mund Leach (1966) published a harsh critique of Eliade. O ne might also mention Melford 
Spiro (1970) and Stanley Tambiah (I970, 198 1) , who worked on Burmese and Thai 
Buddhism, respectively. Spiro has been particularly important for a defi ni tion of religion that 
he published at the same time that Geertz published 're ligion as a cultural syste m': rel igion 
is 'a n institution consisting of c ulturally patterned interaction with culwrally postulated 
superhuman beings' (Spiro 1966: 96). 

Eventua lly this new generation of anthropologists came in fo r harsh criticism. Their 
successors found them vulnerable on a number of grounds, including an overly systematic 
vicw of c ulture, an inattention to the polit ical dimensions of c ul tural activity, and a propensity 
to over-interpret the data. For scholars of religions, however, they had the effect of calling 
importa nt paradigms into ques tion, especially those associated with Eliade. Specifically, a 
grand synthesis of rel igious content such as Eliade and the other phenomenologists had 
atte mpted to provide seemed untenable and irresponsible to the complexities of cultu ral 
data. 

Within the study of religions itself this kind of cri tique is probably bes t represented and 
furt hered by a younge r colleague of Eliade's at C hicago, Jonathan Z. Smith (I 978, 1982, 
2004). A specialist in Greco-Roman religions who has been more a writer of essays than 
of monographs, Smith has been particularly interested in issues of defin ition, classification 
(taxonomy), difference, and relation. A careful reader and relentless critic, Smith anticipated 
mllch futu re criticism by seeing Eliacle's views as refl ecti ng an overly conservative political 
orientation, emphasizing locative , normative aspects of religion wh ile ignoring utopian, 
radical dimensions. Among Smith's other distinctive ideas is the claim that definitions should 
nOt be rooted in essential fea tures, as in Spiro's definition mentioned above, but 'polythetic', 
loose bund les of fea tures anyone of which might not be prese nt in a specific instance of 
re ligion. He has also insisted that the study of rel igion consists in translat ing the unknown 
into the known and of redescribing the original in terms of other categories. H is favourite 
example of such translation is Emile Durkheim's Elementary Fonns of the Religious Life, which 
tra nslates the religious into the social. 

Inspired in part by Smith as well as the anthropologica l turn, scholars of religion have 
large ly abandoned the older phenomenologica l enterprise and turned instead to deta iled 
studies informed by theoretical issues but carefu lly delimited in terms of geographical, 
te mporal, cul tural, and linguistic extent. They have also fe lt less comfortable than a scholar 
slich as Eliade did abollt discussing religions of communities whose languages, history, and 
culture they do no t themselves have a good working knowledge of. Such reluctance led 
Eliade and o thers with similar sentiments to lament the loss of the grande oellvre and the 
fragme ntation of the field into a great variety of subspecialties. From the other side, such 
limi tat ions seemed a prerequisite for responsible scholarsh ip. 



46 The study of re ligions: the last 50 years 

Critical modes 

Smith's work intersects with anthropological theory, but it in tersects with more work as well. 
It also addresses issues o f interest to various modes o f critique that became common in the 
1970s and 1980s . These modes - pos tmodern , post-structural, post-colonial, feminist - are 
most closely associatecl wi th literary and cultural studies. A number of French thinkers from 
the late 1960s were influential in their development, among whom the mos t fa mous are 
Jacques Derrida (1 930-2004) and Michel Foucault ( 1926- 1984). In some quarters these 
approaches are quite controversial. 

The postmodern 

Derrida's work is notoriously difficul t, but perhaps one may say that it explores the limits of 
human speech ancl , implici tl y, human conceptualiza tion. For Dc rrida, human atte mpts to 
make defini te utterances always ultimately fa il; inde te rminacy is implicit within them. If the 
goal of one kind of academic discourse is to construct mea ningful accounts - o r in Smith's 
terms, to translate the unknown into the known - the goa l of an alternative kind of discourse 
is to deconstruc t slich accounts, to show that, ultimate ly and irredeemably, they miss o ut. This 
can ofte n be done through creative rheto rical means that call into question the pre tensions 
of the discourse at hand , for example, by responding to ea rnest attempts at precise defini tion 
by deliberately playing with words, blurring their boundaries and obscuring their meanings. 
A lthough Derrida's brilliance at such deconstruction is read ily acknowledged, it is not clear 
that some of his e pigones have not devolved into silliness. 

The major impact of postmodernism has been not so much on the study of religion in 
the narrow sense as on theology. This makes sense, both because postmode rnism rejects 
the 'modernise project that an 'objective' study of religio ns wo uld seem to pres ume , and 
because conte mporary naturalist discourse o ften seems entire ly at odds with theologica l 
claims. (Recently theologians and scientists have begun to explore a possible merger of the 
two.) In vulgar terms, if God can no longer be found in rational accounts, as in the clays 
when philosophers of religion claimed to be able to prove God 's existence by reason alone, 
perhaps intimations of God can be found in the inevitable limi ta tions of naturalist d iscourse . 
Leading post-modern theologians include John D. Capu to, John Milbank, and Mark C. 
Taylor. Within the study of religions more narrowly, perhaps the best representative of this 
approach is Tomoko Masuzawa (1 993, 2005), who has reread the history of the study of 
religion from a postmodern perspective. 

Post-structural, post-colonial, and feminist currents 

Many postmodern thinkers have tended to concentrate on language . For some of them, 
language in (act creates the world, and there is no world outside language. Such an orienta tion 
does no t necessa rily preclude social and ethical reflection , but o ther critical modes, post
structural, post~co lonia l, and fe minist, arose with a morc distinc t orientation toward social 
criticism. Perhaps the leading thinker for this line of thought was Michel Foucault. 

Among o ther concerns, Foucault examined the manner in which knowledge and power 
are mutually implica ted. Powerful institutions and persons create knowledge in suc h a way 
that it pe rpe tuates and ex tends the ir power. At the sa me time, those who possess knowledge 
also possess power. Powe r,knowledge exercises its governance through defining the marginal 
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·and controlling it in a number of ways . Foucault pursues the theme th rough the examination 
of insti tutions such as psychiatric treatment, hospi tals, and prisons, as well as by looking at 
how what counts as knowledge, the various conditions for knowledge , have changed over 

the centuries . Although Foucault himself did little with religion I,er se, it should be fairly 
apparent that these ideas provide a rich set of possible themes (or the study of religions to 
explore. Parallel currents of thought particularly important fo r the study of religion were 
post-colonialism and feminism. 

Derrida and Foucault largely thought within the horizons of Europe. In her well -known 
article, 'Can the Sub -Altern Speak?', the Indian thinker and translator of Derrida, Gaya tri 
Spivak (1 988). famously re -directed his line of thinking in a post-coloni al direction to talk 
about the marginalization of colonized people, especially women. Even larger was the impact 
of Edward Said's O rienlalism (1 978), which in some ways ex tended Fouca ul t's project beyond 
the European frontie r. The book examines the va rious ways in which O rientalism as a 
discourse, including the academic field known by that name, has imagined the people of the 
Middle East. According to Said, these imaginations are not accurate representations so much 
as the creation of images of an 'other' to the European se lf that serves the European self's 
own ideological purposes. Simultaneously, many women, who had largely been excluded 
from higher education prior to the twentie th century, bega n to examine the many ways in 
which academic discourse , including academic discourse about religions, had bee n narrowly 
centred on men. O nce identified, such discourse easily appears as an instrument of contro l. 
Linking all of these approaches together is a perspective on human activity that emphasizes 
the social construction of reality and identity, political dominance and cul tural hegemony, 
and society as a location for suppress ion, appropriation, and explo itation. 

Post' structural, postcolo nial, and feminist thought each had eno rmo us impact upon the 
study of religion. It is fairly obvious that religion has se rved to subordinate and exclude 
women. For examples, one need only consider the hiring practices o( almost all churches 
prior to the feminist critique or of the Roman Catholic Church and O rthodox synagogues 
still today. Many early feminist thinkers addressed issues of religion directly. Many of them 
also wo rked within Christian institu tions or in explici t rejection o f those institutions, and 
they were often theologians as much as scholars of rel igions. A mong other names one may 
nOte Rosemary Radford Ruether (1 983, 1992), Elisabeth Scheissler Fiorenza (1 983), and , on 
the more radical side, Mary Daly (1973, 1978) . Feminism has not, however, been limited to 
Christiani ty, and in many religio us communities important women thinkers, such as Ri ta 
Gross (I 993) in Buddhism and judith Plaskow (1990) in judaism, have emerged to cri ticize 
androcentrism and patriarchal authority, to re- read inherited tradi tions, and to reformula te 
their communities' teachings and practices. Their work has also had a salu taIY impact on 
the study of religions. If at the beginning of the period under consideration it was acceptable 
to equ ate men's re ligio Lis activity with the religious activity of the entire communi ty, it is no 
longer so today. A large number of publications have appeared devoted to women's religious 
lives . In addition, steps have been taken to encourage women's full participa tion in the 
academic community. O ne example is the Women Scholars Network of the International 
Association for the History of Religions, organized by Rosalind Hackett and Morny joy. 

Like feminism, post-colonial thought has had a major impact upon the study of religion . 
Said's O rientalism unleashed a reconsideration and critique of traditional represe ntations no t 
only of Arabs, Islam, and the Ancient Near East but also of people in Asia more generally. 
Similar dynamics can be found in writing about religions throughout the world. Writing 
on Islam and Christianity, Talal Asad (1993) famously critiqued Clifford Geertz's notion of 
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religion as a cultura l system as being [00 rooted in a particular historica l context to be useful 
cross;cu iwra lly. Others helVe examined the ways in which colonial administrators in South 

A sia all ied with certain elements of rhe Ind ian populat ion to construc t a religion known as 
Hinduism. Donald Lopez (I 998), as well as others, has ta lked about the ideological needs 
which the Western imagination of Buddhism fu lfils. Bernard Faure (1991, 1993) has made 
much use of Fouca ult in the study of East Asian Buddhism. The American scholar Sam 
Gill (1987) suggested that the notion that Native Americans worshipped Mother Earth was 
largely an academic creation. 

In one way or another, all of these moves represent the introduction of the realm of the 
poli tical into the study of religions. The Chicago scholar Bruce Lincoln (1989, 1994, 2007), 
influenced as much by Karl Marx and Antonio Gramsci as by post-structural, post-colonial, 
and feminist th inkers, has produced a body of work interrogating, amo ng other topics, 
authori ty, power, po litics , and ieleology in both rel igion and the study o f re ligio n, including 
the work of Mircea Eliade. Beginning with Ivan Strenski in 1987, it has become common 
to criticize Eliacle on po litical as much as on theoretical gro unds. A host o f scholars, amo ng 
them Adriana Berger, Steven Wasserstrom, Daniel Dubuisson (1993; Eng. trans. 2006; 2005), 
and Russell McCutcheon (1997) have nOt only criticized the political implications of Eliade's 
theory but have attempted to link that criticism to Eliade's activities on behalf of the fascist 
Iron Guard in 1930s Romania. Furthermore, in something of a continuation of the claims 
of Wilfred Ca ntwell Smith, the very category of 'religion' itse lf has also come in for intense 
scrutiny, and some, including Timothy Fitzge rald (2000, 2007), Daniel Dubuisson (1998; Eng. 
trans. 2003), and Russell McCutcheon, have advocated abandoning the category altogether. 
O thers , including Jonathan Z. Smith and Bruce Lincoln, have maintained that it continues 
to have limited utili ty. Although scholars in other parts of the world, such as Southeast Asia 
and China, have weighed in on these issues , their voices have not yet bee n incorporated into 
discussions by European and North American theorists. The major exception has been S. N. 
Balagangadhara, but he teaches at the University of GheJ1t, Belgium. 

New fields of study 

In a review of the work of Bruce Lincoln, Brian Penn ington (2005 : I) has written, 'The 
declining hegemony of phenomenology and theology in the study of religion and the rise 
of critical methodologies in the wake of post-structuralism, postmodernism, and post
colonialism have contributed to a discipline that is far more attuned to the production of 
knowledge and the authoriza tion of powe r' . True enough. These movements have also had 
at least two other major effec ts on the study of rel igions: the opening of new fi elds of study 
and of new methods of representation. 

The present chapter is probably nOt the best place to discuss new fields of study. These arc 
represented by the rest of the chapters in th is book. Nevertheless, it is important to nOte that 
as a result of various modes of criticism that became common during the 1970s, the study of 
religions has changed tremendously. Some important shifts have already been noted, such as 
the move to include wo men's ex perie l}ces and voices within the study o f religions. Another 
shi ft concerned sources and methods. As it had developed in Europe, the study of religions 
was heavily oriented to the examination of texts, especially texts that somehow co unted as 
'classic ', and their historical contexts. Today scholars of religions arc as likely, if not more 
likely, to give significant attention to many other data sources , including many contemporary 
media of communicatio n, such as radio, television, the internet, and e ven comic books. 
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Furthermore, scholars prev iously operated, and ofte n still do ope rate, with the notion 
. that there is an 'authoritative ' or 'correce' version of a given re ligion, whether that religion 
be juda ism, Christianity, Buddhism, or some other. In one se nse, scholarship was an effort to 
discove r the 'correct' form of the va rious rel igions. Today there is a widespread recognition 
that such 'correct' (orms only represent plays for power and domination. For example, ordinary 

Buddhists may practise Buddhism in qui te different ways fro m what one would expect from 
authoritative tex ts and teachings, and their ideas and practices need equally to be taken into 
account. Such recogni tion of plurali ty has led some to speak in the plu ral of Christianities, 
judaisms, and Buddhisms. It has also led some to focus on individual performances ra ther 
than no rmative structures for any give n ritual. 

Finally, during the course of the last fi fty years scholars have begun to examine topics 
connected with alternative conceptions of religion. One important SOUTce of such topics is 
dissatisfaction with a Cartesian style dualism that makes rel igion a matter fo r the mind or 
spirit. Scholars have explored ways in which religion involves the human body as well as the 
human mind - corporali ty, sex uali ty, food, and so on-and mate rial reali ty as well as thought. 
In japan, Europe, and North America there has also bee n considerable interest in studying 
not just religions in their classical definitions but in new religious movements. 

Representations: crisis and response 

If the new critical modes opened the doors to new topics, they also sparked a crisis of 
re presentation. If a scholar wishes to write, but writ ing in the scholar 's fi eld is inevitably an 
exercise either in meaninglessness or in cultu ral appropriat io n, impe rialism, and o n the most 
radical v iews, vio lence, what is a scholar to do? T his c risis was by no rneans lim ited to the 
study of religion. The term 'crisis of representation' is taken from the anthropologists George 
Marcus and Michael Fisher (1986: 7), who wrote about a 'crisis of represe ntation in the 
hurnan sciences'. 

Scholars in re ligiOUS studies have responded in at least two ways that might be mentioned 
here, interre ligious dialogue and autobiographical narrative. Both have the e ffec t of inserting 
the scho lar into the narrative and so undercutting an us/them dichotomy be tween the writer 
and the person being written about. 

Strictly speaking, neither interreligious dialogue nor autobiograph ical narrative is simply 
a response to the crisis of representation in religious studies. In terreligious dialogue arose 
for a variety of reasons. In some sense it continues the work of Wil fred Cantwell Smith , 
but its curre nt is both deeper and wider. Its recent precedents include the l893 Parliament 
and less well -known efforts by Rudolf Otto to create an 'interreligious League' in the 1920s, 
but it can look back to discussions in the Mughal emperor Akbar's Ibiidal-khana and before 
that to discussions in medieval Spain between Musli ms, Jews, and Christians. Furthermore, 
inte rrel igious dialogue is not simply an academic activity but one in which religious bodies 
themselves engage. For example, the Vatican II document, Nosrra Aerate, recommended 
dialogue as the most appropriate way of dealing with people who practise other religions, 
and there is now in the Vatica n a Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, once headed 
by the important African cardinal Francis Arinze. Among scholars of religion in the narrow 
sense active in interrel igious dialogue is the Harvard professor of co mparative rel igion, Diana 
Eck (1993). 

Despite being represented among acade mics who study re ligion, interreligio us dialogue 
is mos t closely associated with theologians. Another strategy which scholars have employed 
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to negotiate the crisis of representation is to wri te not about others, or only about others, 
but to write about themselves. Agai n, autobiographica l reflection is hardly new to scholars 
of religions. Religious autobiography has a history that goes back, at least in the Christian 
context, to Augustine's Confessions. It is also a topic on which scholars o f religions have 
do ne considerable work . Before te levision made experiences overseas morc visibly accessible, 
scholars, including theologians and scholars of religions, often recounted their experiences 
abroad to a wider audience. In add ition, a scholar as influential as Mircea Eliade wrote his 
autobiography at some length (Eliade 198 1, 1988). 

Nevertheless, under the impact of the crisis of represe ntation, some scholars have 
abandoned the once standard divide between their scholarly work and their autobiographies. 
They have used autobiography as a presentat ional mode within their academic writings to 

a variety o f rheto rical effects, one of them being to interrogate the authoritative gaze of the 
academic expert. In her study of Mama Lola, a Vodou priestess in New York, the American 
scholar, Karen McCarthy Brown (199 1) provided an account not only of her own conversion 
experiences but also a fictionalized account of her subj ect's biography. While not exactly a 
work in rel igious studies, Amitav Ghosh's semi -autobiographical In an Antiqlle Land (1992) 
contains much refl ection on religion while reconstructing the geography of the Indian Ocean 
in medieval times. Robert O rsi, a recent president of the American Academy of Religion, 
has written an account that interweaves personal autobiography and family narrative with 
re fl ections o n his situatio n as a scholar of religions studying the Ca tho licism in which he grew 
up (Orsi 2005). Autobiographica l and other narrative forms have proven extremely useful for 
elucidating ' lived religion'. 

Science returns 

From the ir beginnings the social sciences have studied religions, but their interest in religion 
has waxed and waned. Perhaps twen ty years ago psychologists found many other topics 
much more interesti ng than religion. Today there is considerable work being done on the 
psychology of religion from a variety of perspectives. Such work, however, is usually housed 
in other academic units than rel igious studies. It often does not make its way in to the 'study 
o( religions' narrowly conce ived. 

Within the study of religions more narrowly, science has occupied a tenuous place, in 
part because to some extent the field grew from theological roots. A standard trope, which 
received much impetus from Mircea Eliade, was the insistence that the study of religions 
should be hermene utical, that is, an attempt at understanding other people's meanings, 
not explanatory, that is, engaged in providing reductive causal explanations of religion. 
Nevertheless, throughout much of the period under discussion, a few voices have championed 
the need for reductive explana tions. They include Hans Penner and Edward Yonan in an 
important article from 1972, Robert Segal (1992) in an open debate with Daniel Pals, and 
Don Wiebe (198 1, 1998). 

Beginning in the 1990s, two scientific currents have begun to grow within the study 
of religions. The first seeks to explain rel igion in the terms of rat ional decision making, 
especially as employed in economic thinking. Bea ring some resemblance to Adam Smith's 
discussion of religion in The Wealth of Nations, this direction began theoretically with Rodney 
Stark and William Sims Ba inbridge's A Theory of Religion (1987) . It is most widely associated 
with the work of Rodney Stark and younger colleagues such as Laurence Iannaccone and 
Roger Finke (Stark and Finke 2000). Stark et al. te nd to address sociological topics, such as 
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religious reaffi liat ion and conversion (explai ned by combining network theory with religiOUS 
. capital theory) and the positive effects of a frce re ligious 'market' on rel igious practice. 

Other scholars, such as II kka Pyysiainen in Fi nland and Joseph Bulbu lia in New Zealand, 
are beginning to approach the economics of religion from somewhat different perspectives. 

A second scientific approach to religion is beginning to receive widespread international 
attention: cogn itive science, a burgeoning subject in many fie lds at the beginn ing of the 
twenty~first century, and a popular one as well. Sorne scho lars have invest iga ted the ways in 
which physiologica l processes in the brain lead either to mystical experiences or to notions of 
God. A mong them are Michael PerSinge r (1987), who has explored the relationship between 
temporal lobe epilepsy and religious expericnce, James Austin (1998) , who has analysed brain 
states among Zen practitioners, and A ndrew Newberg (Newberg, d'Aqu ili, and Rause 200 1), 
who has developed a theory of how intense med itation and prayer unusua lly arouse certain 
systems within the brain. Another approach works on the level of concepts, among other 
topics exploring the alleged competitive advantage that re ligious concepts have as 'memes'. 
Leading represe ntatives of this approach include Pascal Boyer (200 I), Robert McCauley and 
T homas Lawson (2002), Justin Barrett (2004)' and Harvey W hitehouse (Whitehouse and 
Laidlaw 2007). 

Some popular authors, such as Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett, have employed a 
cogniti ve-scientific emphasis in explic it, high-profile attacks on religion. Nevertheless, both 
econom ic and cogni tive-scientific analyses have been of great inte rest to some theologians as 
well as to scho lars of religions. Indeed, some leading researchers in the field, such as Andrew 
Newberg and Justin Barrett, have explic it theological agendas. 

At the time of writing, scholars of religions seem to be divided between two camps, one 
camp favouring critical cultural studies , the other favouring morc scientific approaches. 
A lthough there have been some attempts to synthesize these two orientations, they are in 
their very beginning phases. 

Final reflections 

In her awa rd-winning novel, The lnherilanceoj Loss, Kiran Desai (2006: 269) notes that we 
still inhabit a world 'where one side travels to be a servant, and the other side travels to be 
treated like a king'. T he words 'servant' and 'king' are rather harsh, but the disparities that 
they po in t to are very real. The current chapter d ivides into two parts. T he first part, the 
contextual, discusses the internationalization of the study of religion. The second part, the 
theoretical, reads as if the study of religion were mostly something undertaken by people 
living in Europe and the countries of the European diaspora, most notably, the United States 
and Canada. In part this division reflects the inadeq uacies of the autho r, whose primary base 
is in the United States. That inadequacy may itself refl ect, however, ce rtain realities about 
the study of rel igions today. 

Compa red to their colleagues in the natural sciences, scholars of re ligions in Europe 
and the countries of the European diaspora are very poorly funded. Compared with their 
colleagues in other parts of the world, particularly Africa, they have a wealth of resources at 
their disposal. Scholars from the rest of the world frequently do advanced study in Europe and 
the United States; the reverse is not often the case, and when it is, those scho lars often find 
it difficult to get their degrees recognized at home, unless they also come with other degrees 
in hand. The theories that scholars most ci te tend to be European and North American. For 
example, C hinese, Korean, and Japanese scholars have been actively discussing the work 
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of, for example, Mircea Eliade and Jonathan Z. Smith. By contrast , many scholars fro m 
Eu rope o r Eu ropean d iaspora cou ntries who are not C hi na experts might find it difficul t 
to name a single Chi nese theore tician who has been impo rtant in their work. Similarl y, 
throughout the world , publication in the United Sta tes o r Europe is often taken as a mark 
of professional quality. Publication in journals or with presses located elsewhere is ge nerally 
less highly valued, and often resul ts in less visibili ty. Gifted scholars fro m o ther parts of the 
world often jump at the chance to teach in Europe o r the United Sta tes. Among many 
possibilities are, from Afri ca, the Nigerians Jacob O lupona (Harvard) and Afe Adogame 
(University of Edinburgh), and from India, where there are few programmes in re ligious 
studies, many members of the subaltern studies group: Ranaji t Guha (U K, Vienna), Partha 
Chatte rjee (Columbia, but also Ca lcutta) , Gya n Pra kash (Princeton), Dipesh Chakrabarty 
(C hicago), Sudipta Kaviraj (Columbia), and Gayatri Spivak (Columbia) . In other words, 
when scholars fTO m other parts of the world are taken seriously in the so-called West , they 
often move there. 

Inasmuch as these disparities refl ect disparities in wealth , access to resources, and political 
and social power, it may be difficul t to change them through direct action within religious studies 
alone. They may change only as other parts of the world assume prominence on the global 
stage, as China appears [Q be do ing. O ne also suspects that changes in theoretical hegernony 
within the study of religions are not leading bu t lagging changes. That is, they will occur only 
as a result o f, and therefore after, shifts in social , political, and economic power. At the same 
time, the study of rel igions continues to globalize. At the 2005 Congress of the International 
Association for the History of Religions in Tokyo. Japan, new societies from Greece, Romania, 
South and Southeast Asia, and Turkel' affiliated with the in te rnational body. 

There are several tensions within the study of religion today. O ne has already been briefl y 
noted, the tension between those who favour critical c ul tural studies and those who favo ur 
natural science. A nother conce rns the tired but apparently unavoidable division between 
theology and religious studies. As the preceding su rvey indicates, not all who count as 
scholars of religions have refra ined fro m religious reflection in their work. As new scholars -
enter discussions wi thin the study of religions, whether from other parts of the world or from 
o ther parts of the academy, such as the neurosciences, the question of the place of religious 
commitment and convict io n within academic work continues to resurface . Incleed, some 
scholars have adopted that ultimate harbinger of contemporaneousness, the prefi x 'post-', and 
begun to speak of a 'post-sec ular' age. The issue of religious commi tment becomes especially 
important when religiously committed people with access to significant amounts of private 
money a ttempt to direct research in direc tions that they find attrac tive. This has happened 
in the case of the social and cogni tive scientific study of religion (Templeton Foundation) and 
the study of Hind uism (In fin ity Foundation). 

Ano ther location of tension is in the relationship between scholars of religions and the 
broader public. At the beginning of the twe nty-first century, it is often easy to fo rget just 
how contentious work in the study of religions once was in Europe. The historical-cri tical 
study of the Bible is a good exa mple. In 1839 David Fried rich Strauss received a chair at the 
University of Zurich, but his Ufe of JeSHS was so controversial that he could never assume 
it. In recent years, commi tted religious practitioners fro m o ther traditio ns have begun to 

pay an ention to what sc ho lars of religions are saying about the m, and they are not always 
happy. The most notorious case may be the critic ism by traditional Hindus, led by Rajiv 
Malhotra, of scholars who use Freudianism to examine Hinduism, notably Wendy Doniger, 
Paul Courtright, and Jeffrey Kri pal (Ramaswamy, de N icolas, and Banerjee 2007). There 



The study of re ligions: the last 50 years 53 

have, however, been other instances of tension between tradition~minded, politically active 
Hindus and scholars of Hinduism, as well as between scholars and practitioners of other 
religions, such as Sikhs and Native Americans. Unfortunately, these debates have not always 
been conducted according to the norms of academic, or for that matter non~academic, 
civility. They have at times led not only to threats of violence but also to physical assau lt 
and caused scholars either to switch specializations, as Sam Gill has done, or to aba ndon 
academia altogether. 

There is yet another reason why relat ionships between scholars of religions and the 
broader public would seem to be crucial at the beginning of the twenty-first centuty. With 
the shift from elite to mass universities came a shift away from cultural education rooted 
in the humanities towards advanced technical training rooted in the natural and social 
sciences. University studen ts from privileged backgrounds once had the luxury of studying 
art, poetry, and religion. Now students all over the world enter higher education looking to 
improve their job prospects. The place of the humanities in this setting is precarious, and 
the study of religions perhaps more precarious than other fields. At the same time, events 
at the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries would seem to 
indicate that eve n for persons with limited interest in higher education as an end in itself, 
an understanding of religions is useful. Such persons may, however, find that usefu lness in 
political and commercial purposes to which academics themselves object. 

In any case, scholars of religions have begun to take serious steps to address audiences 
outside the academy. They have served as expert witnesses in courts of law. They have 
consulted for news agencies and the communications media. They have begun to give 
significant attention to the ways in which religion is studied in primary and secondary 
education . They have even begun to wonder why governments do not consult them more 
often. It is too early to tell what the eventual outcome of these various activities will be. 

Notes 

l ' Liberal theologians had already abandoned such exclusive claims, while orhers were sti ll able 
vigorously to assert traditional religious loyalties, as they began to do in the 19705. 

2 For specific information in this section, readers might consult the various chapters of Gregory D. 
A lles, ed., Religious Studies: A Global View (London: Routledge, 2008). 
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