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Religion, Religions, Religious
Jonathan 7, Smith

n the second earliest account of the “New World” published in English, 4

Tireatyse of the Newe Indin (1553), Richard Eden wrote of the natives of the

Canary Islands that, “At Colambus first comming thether, the inhabitantes
went naked, without shame, religion or knowledge of God.” In the same year,
toward the beginning of the first part of his massive Crinica del Pers (1553),
the conquistador historian Pedro Cieza de Leén described the north Andean
indigenous peoples as “observing no religion at all, as we understand it {ns . ..
velygion alguma, & lo gue entendemos), nor is there any house of worship to be
found.” While both were factually incorrect, their formulations bear witness to
the major expznsion of the use and understanding of the term “religion” that
began in the sixteenth century and anticipate some of the continuing issues
raised by that expansion: (1) “Religion™ is not a native category. It is not a first
person term of sclf-characterization. It is a category imposed from the outside
on some aspect of native culture. It is the other, in these instances colonialists,
whe are solely responsible for the content of the term. {2) Even in these early
formulations, there is an implicit universality. “Religion” is thought to be a ubig-

titous human phenomenon; therefore, both Eden and Cieza find its alleged ab-

sence noteworthy. (3) In Ednsnucting the second-order, generic category “reli-
gion,” its characteristics are those that appear narwal to the other. In these
quotations this familiarity is signaled by the phrases “‘1&‘;’36&%&@6 “of God” and
“religion . . . as we understand it.”” (4) “Religion” is an anthropological not a
theological category. (Perhaps the oniy exception is the distinctively American
nineteenth-century coinages, “to get religion” or “to experience religion.”) Tt
describes heman thought and action, most frequently in terms of belief.and
norms of behavior. Bden understands the content of “religion” largely in the
former sense {“without . . . religion or knowledge of God™), whereas Cieza ar-
ticulates it in the latter (“no religion . . . nor. . . any house of worship™).

The terin “religion” has had a long history, much ofit, prior to the sixteenth
century, irrelevant to contemporary usage. Its etymology is uacertain, aithongh
one of the three current possibilities, that it stems from the root *lgpy meaning
“to bind™ rather than from roots meaning “to reread” or “to be careful,” has
been the subject of considerable Christian homiletic expansion from Lactantius’s
Divine Institutes (early fourth century) and Augustine’s On True Religion (early
fifth century) to William Camden’s Britannis (1586). In both Roman and early
Christian Latin usage, the noun forms #efigéo / velizriones and, most especially, the
adjectival relygiosus and the adverbial religiose were cultic terms referring primar-
ily to the careful performance of ritual obligations. This sense survives in the
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English adverbial construction “religiously” designating a clcnjiscientious repeti-
g acver h as “She reads the morning newspaper religiously.” The. only
on sucl -'atian usage was the fifth-century extension of this cultic sense
d_lSUnCthﬁl}-’ ¢ ufls individual’s life in monasticism: “refigion,” a life bound by
fo the t.Otaht'v .0 ‘r‘ 2.31' ious,” a monk; “to enter religion,” o join a monastery. Tt
onastic VOWSE 1oca%miar,v that is first extended to non-Christian examples in
. th%s tedmlcaf ;x loration, particalarly in descriptions of the complex civiliza-
ttil:;lsltz?;}lz;meﬁca. Thus Herndn Cortés, in his second Carrg de Relacion

(1520, 64), writes of Tenochtitlan:

: i i1ns many mosques [mezguitas, an eleventh cen-
s %reat';:llltyici?;f tj:fzid fro}xrn thg Arabic, magid], or houses for
fﬂuﬁ( pamThc principal ones house persons of their religious orders
?i Ct:?ffﬁﬂ.’,‘&.f veligiosas de s secia). . .. All these moniks (‘?'e[zigégmj)' q}-egs
i.r)lIj black . .. from the time they enter the order (entram en In religion),

Cortes’s relatively thoughtless language Qf assimilation is ralised to the level of a
: two generations later in the encyclopedic work of Fhe Jesuit
R Categoé’y Acos:a The Nornral and Moval History of the Indies {1590;
schollar Joseph . 1604’). While the vast majority of the oceurrences of the
Enghsi) quJa?? i—léfer to either Catholic or native members of “religious or-
;Cfm” r(fhge}t(?ui:cs expanded to the dual category, “priests and monks of Mexico™
.(;ES;MSZ FZL tes y religiosos de Méxica), 2 namber of pessages Stim;}? ti;)\ftard @ m;i
generic conception. The work is c_hvlde:d 1I0to Wo parts, W;_ ‘ ajcl atter, iTIi{ )
history,” chiefly devoted to religion, governance, and po lpc history. Re
S is never defined. Its meaning must be sougt in words associated
B e B its synonyms. For Acosta, “religion™ is the beljef system that
with it > el as Iii gehavior. “Religion” is “that which is used (que usan) in
resglts o cir?éomwm” (costumbie), “superstition” (supersticién), and “rcli-
;ggoan;::@iff” )u:brm a belief series in c?n}'.unctiorli wiih th'c ac?t’ion sct:ics‘ of
w ? (hecko), “rite” (riro), “idolatry’ (zﬁlaf@rrm),‘ sacrifice” (sacrificio),
“dcic:n ori » ("C‘;?pgmg%iﬂ ), and “feasts” (_’ﬁesm: ¥ ml.em&z@adq). .
Cf{ e ” in refation to ritual practice became an item in an inventory of
| Rﬁilglf){l 5 tlgat could be presented either Cthnographicaﬂj( in tcrm‘s of'a par-
o pura. opie as in Eden or Cieza with reference to the “Indies,” or in a cross-
ticular peoplf:i - Lcr:‘tia under the heading of “rital” or “religion.” The encyclo-
Cult.uml e ('Jp?ﬂustratcd by Joannes Boemus’s popular Qsmism Sentiumg
pedic version is (1520), in which rizus was translaced as “customs” in the
o feges gf o by Wﬂﬁ’am Watreman, The Fardle of Facions, Conteining the
Enghsfh t-mns aﬂOl;j Catstomes and Lawes of the People Inbabiting the Two Partes
Ancicnic MT?;ZS )} and by Edward Aston, The Manners, Laws and Customs of
of the E..;; i g 63 1), and by— Sebastian Muenster’s Cosmographine universplic o
j Nﬂmm'j( t;'z;m maoves, leges, religio (1550). This focus on rityal had an
Itémggitzi?oﬁzf:qucnce. The myths and beliefs of other folk could simply be
unin
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recorded as “antiquities,” to yse the term employed by Colimbuys, They raised

no particular issues for thought. Bur ritual, especially when it seemed similar to

Christian practice or when It illustrated categories of otherness such as “idola-
oy” or “cannibalism,” 8ave rise to projects of comparative and critical inguiries.

Similarity and difference, with espect to ritual, constimured 2 puzzle thai re-

quired explanation by appeals 1o old patristic, apologetic charges of priestly

deceit or to equally apologetic, patristic theories of accommodation, demonic

plagiarism, diffusion, or degeneration. In the case of belief and myth, “their”

words were primary; with ritual, “our” aceount superseded theirs,

Some two centiries later, this essentially Catholic understanding of “reli-
glon’ in close proxinmity to ritual has beepn decisively altered. Samuel Johnson, in
his Dictionnry of the Englich Langnage ( 1755), defines “religion” as “virtue, as
founded upon teverence of God, and Expectatons of fiuture rewards and punish-
ments,” The first edition of the Encyclopredia Britanuicy (1771) titled its eutry
“Religion, or Theology,” defining the topic in the opening paragraph: “Tg
know God, and to render him 2 reasonable service, are the two principal abjects
of religion. . . . Man appears to be formed o adore, but not to comprehend, the
Supreme Being.”” Terms such as “reverence,” “service,” “adore,” and “wor-

ship™ in these sorts of definitions have been al] but evacuared of rjtual <onnota-

The latter term takes On a less awesome cast in subsequent Protestant
discourse, for exaruple, “Piery, a Moral vertue which causes us to haye affection
and esteem for God and Holy Things” (Phillips 1696).

This shift to belief a5 the defining characteristic of religion (stressed in the
German preference for the termy Glanbe over Religion, and in the increasing En-
glish usage of “faiths” 45 o synonym for “religions™) raised a host of interrelated
questions as to credibility and eruth, These issues were exacerbated by the schis-

Pagirr’s Chrissinnographie, or The Description of the Multitude and Sundyy Sorts
of Christians in the Warld Noz Subject o the Pope (1635). The latter is the explicit
subject of the anthropological wori by Edward Brerewood, Enguiries Touching
the Diversity of Languages and Religions thirough the Chicfe Parts of the Wowid
{1614), which distinguished four “sorts” (e, “species”) of the genus “relj-
gion”——“Christiam'ty, Mohametanism, Judaisy and Idolatry”—and provided
statistical estimates for “the quantitie and proportion of the pares of the earth
possessed by the several sores™ (118-19). Itis the question of the plural religions
{both Christian and aon-Christian) that forced a new interest in the singular,
generic religion. To cite whar 1s perhaps the first widely read English book to
employ the plural in jig title, Purchas Eis Pilgrimage; o5, Relntions aof the World
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" and the Religions Observed in All Ages and Places Discovered, “The true Rc.]igion
can be but one, and that which God himselfe teacheth!,] . .. all other rehggqns
being but strayings from him, whereby men wander in the darke, and in labyrin-

thine errour”™ (Purchas 1613, sig. D4r). Whart is implicit in Purchas becomes-

explicit in later seventeenth- and eighteenth-century debates concerning “natu-
ral religion,” a term that became common only in the latter half of the seven-
teenth century, beginning with works such as the one by the prolific Puritan
controversialist Rickard Baxter, The Reasons of the Christian Religion {1667, in
two parts: “Of Natural Religion, or Godliness,” and “Of Christiznity, and Su-
pernatural Religion.” (Compare Baxter’s earlier but congruent terminology, Of
Savinyy Faith, That It It Nov Only Gradually bur Specifically Distinet from All
Common Faith [1658]).

As David Pailan {1994) has demonstrated, the notion of nataral religion hfiS
been employed in the literature “ro designate at least eleven significantly dif-.
ferent notions, some of which have significant sub-divisions™ ranging from “re-
Iigious beliefs and practices that are based on ratonal understand'ing that all
people allegedly can discover for themselves and can warrant by rational reflec-
ton” to “that which is held to be common to the different actual faiths that have
been and are present in the world.” The former definition largely grew out of
intra-Christian sectarian disputation and relied primarily on processes of intro-
spection; the latter arose from study of the “religions,” and involved processes
of comparison, The essentially anthropological project of dcscribil}g natl.lrai re-
ligion privileged similarity, often expressed by claims of universality or innate-
nesgs; the explanation of difference was chiefly historical, whether it emphasized
progressive or degenerative processes. 'This double enterprise hfid the cPft?'ct. of
blurring the distinctions berween questions of tuuth and questons of ozigins.
For example, the title of Matthew Tindal’s fairly pedestrian but widely read
treatise, published anonymously as Christianity As Oid as the Crention; or, The
Gospel, n Republication of the Religion of Nature (1730; six printngs by ‘1732,
and the British Musesm General Catalogue lists more than forty replies in the
1730s), contains early English uses of the terms “religion of nature” and “Chuis-
tianity.”’ Tindal argues:

If God, then, from the Beginning gave Men a Religion[,] . . . he must
have givn them likewise sufficient Means of knowing it. . . . If God
never intended Mankind shou’d at any Time be without Religion, or
have false Religions; and there be but One True Religion, which ALL
have been ever bound to believe, and profess],] . . . All Men, at all
Times, must have had sufficient Means to discover whatever God de-
sign’d they shon’d know and practice. . . . [He] has giv'n them no
other Means for this, but the use of Reason. . . . There was from the Be-
ginning but One True Religion; which all Men might know was their
Dutytoembrace. . .. By [this] Natural Religion, I understand the Be-
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lief of the Existence of a God, and the Sense and Practice of those Du-
ties, which result from the Knowledge, we, by our Reason, have of
Himand his Perfections; and of curselves, and our own Imperfections;
and of the Relations we stand in to him, and to our Fellow-Creamires;
so that the Religion of Nature takes in every Thing thatis founded on
the Reason and the Nature of Things. (pp. 3-7, 13)

While Tindal acknowledges some relativity —“I do not mean by This that All
show’d have equal Knowledge; but that All show’d have what is sufficient for the

Circumstances they are in” (p. 5)—his ustal explanation for variation is the his-
torical institngion and wiles of “priestcraft’:

Religion either does not concern the Majority, as being incapable of
forming a Judgement about it; or must carry such internal Marks of
its Truth, as Men of mean Capacity are able to discover; or else not-
withstanding the infinite Variety of Religions, All who do not under-
stand the Original Languages their traditional Religions are written
in, which is all Mankind, a very few excepted, are alike bound in all
Places to pin their Faith on their Priests, and believe in Men, who
have an Interest to deceive them; and who have seldom fail’d to do
s0, when Occasion serves. {p. 232}

In Tindal’s self-description,

He builds nothing on a Thing so uncertair as Tradition, which dif-
fers in most Countries; and of which, in all Countries, the Bulk of
Mankind are incapable of judging; but thinks he has laid down such
plain and evident Rules, as may enabie Men of the meanest Capacity,
to distinguish between Religion, and Superstition. (p. i)

When Tindal argued on logical grounds, the presumption of the unity of
truth, that natural refigion “differs not from Revenl’d, but in the manner of its
being communicated: The One being the lnternal, as the Other the External
Revelation” (p. 3) he signaled the beginning of the process of transposing “reli-
gion” from a supernatural to a natural history, from a theological to an anthro-
pological category. This process was complere oniy when the distinctions be-
tween questions of truth and questions of origin were firmly established. While
not without predecessors, the emblem of this transposition is David Hume’s es-
say The Natuval History of Religion, written between 1749 and 1751 and first
published in his collection Four Dissertazions (1757).

The question Hume sets out to answer in the Nafural History is that of reli-
gion’s “origin in human nazure.” He begins by disposing of the innareness the-
sis. If “religion” is defined as “the belief of invisible, intelligent power,” then,
although widely distributed, it is not universal, nor is there commonality: “no
two nations, and scarce any two men, have ever agreed precisely in the same
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sentiments,” “Religion” fails the minimal requirements for innateness, that it be

“absolutely universal in all nations and ages and has always a precise, determinace -

object, which it infiexibly pursues.” Therefore, “religion” is not “an original
instinct or primary impression of nature,” and “the first religious principles must

be secondary.” In addition, because they are “secondary,” religious principles -

“may easily be perverted by various accidents and Causes”‘ (p.25). In t_his open-
ing move, a major thesis is forecast. There may weil b‘e aprimary and valid human
experience that gives rise to the secondary religiogs interpretation, but the truth
of the experience is no guarantee of the validity of the interpreration.

The rich details of Hume’s exposition need not concern us here but only the
argument with respect to this issue. “Polytheism or idolatry was s the ﬁrs't
and most antient religion of mankind.” Its origin must be sought in “the ordi-
nary affections of human life.” Filled with anxiety, human beings seek the “un-
known causes” that “become the constant object of our hope and ﬁ?a?.” Tlhc
primary human experience, “hope and fear,” becomes ;}sccozldary retf.glous. in-
terpretation when these “unknown causes” are persenified through “imagina-
ton” (pp. 26, 31-33).

There is a universal tendency amongst mankind to conceive ail beings
like themselves, and to transfer to every object those qualities, with
which they are familiarly acquainted, and of which they are intimately
conscious. . . . No wonder, then, that mankind, being placed in such
an absolute ignorance of causes, and being at the same time so anx-
ious (-:oncc’ming their future fortunes, should immediateljfr acknowl-
edge a dependence on invisible powers, possest of sentiment anlcl
intefligence, The uanknown causes, which continually employ their
thought, appearing always in the same aspect, are all apprehended to
be of the same kind or species [as themselves]. Nor is it long before
we ascribe to them thought, and reason, and passion, and sometimes
even the limbs and figures of men, in order to bring them nearer to a
resembiance with ourselves. (pp. 33-34)

What Hume here raises is the issue of the adjectival form “religious.” What
sort of primary human experience or activity does it modify? What cen_stitutes its
distinetive secondary interpretation? How may religious interpretation be as-
sessed in relation to other sorts of interpretation of the same experience or ac-
tivity? The “religious” (the unknown that the scholar is seeking to classify and
explain) becomes an aspect of some other human phenomenon (the .known). As
Waiter Capps (1995, 9) has argued, in the cighteenth-centw Enhghtenm{:nt
debates “the goal of the inquiry was to make religion intelligible by discovering
precisely where it is situated within the wide range of interactive human powers
and faculties.” In which of the genera of common individual human capacities is
the religious a species? Most frequently, the religious is identified with ratio-
nality, morality, or feeling.
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A different ser of taxonomic questions were raised by the “religions” and be-
came urgent by the nineteenth century: Are the diverse “religions” species of a
generic “religion”? Is “religion” the unique beginner, a summusm genus, or is it
best conceived as a subordinate cultural taxon? How might the several *reli-
gions™ be classified?

The queston of the “religions” arose in response to an explosion of data,
Increased mastery of non-European languages led by the latrer part of the
eighteenth century to a series of rranslations and editions of religious texts. Mis-
sionaries, colonial officials, and travelers contributed ethnographic descriptions.
Encyclopedias of religions, lexica, and handbooks (the latter, frequently bearing
the title “History of Religions™) were produced to organize these materials. One
of the earliest handbooks, Histovische-theologische Bevicht vom Unterschied der
Religionen die Heute zu Thge anf Erden sind, by the Lutheran scholar Johann
Heinrich Utsin {1563}, focused heavily on the various Christian denominadons,
establishing a pattern that holds to the present day: that the history of the major
“religions™ is best organized as sectarian history, thereby reproducing the apolo-
getic patristic heresiological model. By the time of Brerewood’s Enguiries Touch-
wng the Diversity of Langunges and Religions (1614} this horizon had been
extended to require inclusion of not only Christian data but also Jewish, Mus-
lim, and “idolatry.” This fourfold schema was continued by other writers from
the seventeenth century {for example, Guebhart Meier, Historin religionum,
Christianae, Judnene, Gentilis, Mabumedanae [1697]) undl well e the nine-
teenth century (Hannah Adams, A Dictionary of All Religions and Religions De-
nominations, Jewish, Heatlen, Muhometan, and Christian, Ancient and Modern
[1817]; David Benedict, History of All Religions, As Divided into Paganism,
Mahometism, Judaism, and Christianizy [1824]; ]. Newron Brown, Encyclopedin
of Religions Knowledge: or, Dictionary . . . Containing Definitions of All Reljious
Terms; An Impartinl Account of the Principal Christian Denominations that
have Existed in the World from the Birth of Chvist to the Present Day wigh their
Doctvines, Religious Rives and Cevemonies, 5s well as those of the Jews, Mohamme-
dans, and Heathen Nations, together with the Manners and Customs of the East
[1835b]; Vincent Milner, Refigious Denominations of the World: Comprising a
General View of the Origin, History and Condition of the Various Sects of Chris-
tians, the Jews, and Mabometans, As Well as the Pagan Forms of Religion Existing
i the Different Conntries of the Enrth [1872]). The bulk of the subsequent ex-
pansion occurred in Brerewood’s fourth category, “Idolatry,” with data added
on Asian religions and on those of traditional peoples. Beginning with Alexander
Ross, Pansebeia; or A View of All Religions in the World from the Creation to These
Times (1614), there was a steady stream of reference works that andertook this
task, including Bernard Picart and J, F. Bernard, Cérémonies et contumes e tous
peuples Ay monde (1723—43); Antoine Banier, Historse Fénéral des cévémonies,
MOEUYS, gf coutuines yeligieuses de tous les peuples du monde ( 1741); Thomas
Broughton, An Historical Dictionary of All Religions, from the Creation of the
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World to the Present Time ( 1742); Christopher Meiners, G?’Mﬁd?’i&f dsr Ge-
schichte aller Religionen (1785) and Allgemsine kr*ir:iss‘he Geschichte derRelszmrfn .
(1806-7}; John Betiemy, The Histovy of All Religions (1812); afld Benjamin
Constant, De lu veligion considévée dans su source, ses forsmes et ses d{i?gloppef@mff
(1824 -31). This undertaking invented the familiar nom.enciamre, Boudhism™.
{(1821), “Hindooism™ {1829, which replaced the e_arher §cx-fcn,t’€cxlth~ccr-1f:ur,3’z
usages “Gentoo [from “gentle”™] religion™ and “Banian religion”), '?aouzsm -
(1839), and “Confurcianism” (1862). The urgent agendum was to er‘l‘g order.
to this variety of species. Only an adequate taxonomy wouwld convert a narural
history™ of religion into 2 “science.” . . -

"The most common form of classifying religions, found both in native catego-
ries and in scholarly literature, is dualistic and can be 1'educcd,' regardless of what
differentium is employed, to “theirs” and “ours.” By the time of ‘the fourth-
century Christian Latin apologists, a strong dual vocabplag_was Wc_ll in _piacc and
could be deployed interchangeably regardless of the individual histories of the
tertns: *“our religion’/“their religion,” with the latrer oft§n cxprcssc‘c} through
generic terms such as “heathenism,” “paga.nism,’.’ or “1d0éatry"’; mie reli-
gion’/“false religion”; “‘spiritual (or “internal”) rcllgon’?_“matcn'al (or “exter-
mal”) religion™; “monotheism” {although this term, 1tself,_1s_a r::jlafvely. la::)e cop-
struction))/*‘polviheism®?; "reiigion’Y“supcttsuuonT’; “r§hglon v nlaglc. Thls
langnage was transposed to intrareligions disputation Wlth_rcspcc‘t to .heresn.:s,
and later revived in positive proposals of originary recovery in Christiar RCH‘:I.IS*
sance hermetism as well as, most massively and insistently, in Protesf:an.t polemics
against Roman Catholicist. As such, it was at hand for the cvalu.at-wn of the
newly encountered religions beginning in the :suctecntl-% century. L1ftmg‘ ‘up the
fourfold enumeration of religions—- Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Idolg-
try”— Christianity, in some imagiznation of its ideal fm:m, became the notm in
which Judaism and Islam problematically share. Adopting a term from Mushm
discourse, these three “Abrahamic religions” form one set over and against an
undifferentiated other:

It is indeed probable, thar all the idolatrous systems ‘of ‘re.h'gion,
which have ever existed in the world, have had a common origin, a:nd
have been modified by the different fancies and corruptions of diﬁer.—
ent nations. The essence of idolatry is every where the same. It is
every where “abominable” in its principles and its rites, and every
where the cause of indescribable and manifold wretchedness, {Brown
18354, 229)

The initial probiem for a classificaion of the religions is the disaggregation of
this category. ‘ '

One of the more persistent stratagerns was the conversion of th.e epistemo-
logical duality natural /supernatural into a characterization of the object of belief
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{asin “nature worship”} and the placement of these two terms in g chranclogical
relationship.

The elements of natre were | . - the first divinities of man; ke gen-
erally has commenced with adoring material beings. . . . Everytring
was personified. | . | Natural philosophers and poets later distin-
guished] nature from herself-~from her own peculiar energies—
from her faculty of action. By degrees they made an Incompre-
hensible being of this energy, which as before they personified: this

abstract metaphysical being they called the mover of nature, or God.
(Mirabaud 1770, 2 4)

This simple schema of two religions could be greatly extended by the addition
of intermediate stages in the temporal series.

Ninctecnth-centm"y anthropological approaches focused on increasing the
number of “natiral” religions categories, especially for “primitive” peoples,
those keld to be “nature peoples” (Naturyolker). Often mistermed evelutionary,
these theories conceded no historical dimensions to those being classified bat
rather froze each ethnic unir ar 2 particular “stage of development” of the
totality of human refigious thought and activity, “Natural” religion was seg-
mented into fetishism, totemism, shamanism, anthropomorphism, preaninmism,
animism, family gods, guardian spirits, ancestor worship, departmental gods, to
narme but a few, If the cate gory “natural” were to be taken as including not only
“primitives” but “antiquity,” a set of peoples with whom the scholar more
readily identified, then meager note of historical dynamism would be intro-
duced. For example, A. M. Fairbaitn in his Studies in the Philosophy of Religion
aud Histary (1876) divided “Spontaneous or Natural Religions™ into two
classes, “Primitive Naturalisms” {(which included, among others, “primitives”
and the “early” Greeks, Hindus, Teutons, and Slavs) and “Transformed Natr-
alisms™ (e.g., “later” Greeks and Romans, Egyptians, and “ancient™ Chinese).

The “high religions,” which could be designated “spiritual,” required a
different technique for their division, one that recognized history. One proposal,
establishing an alternative duality that remains current to this day, was set forth
by the distinguished American Sanskritist, W. D. Whitney (1881, 451): “There
is no more marked distinction among religions than the one we are called upon
to make between a race religion—which, like a language, is the collective prod-
uct of the wisdom of a Commumity, the unconscioys growth of generations—
and a religion proceeding from an individual founder > He cites as examples of
the latter, Zoroastrianism, “Mohammedanjsm,” Buddhism, and Christianiry,
noting that the [arter may be described as “growing out of one Hudaism] that
was limited to a race.” Whitney here makes clear the dilernma posed by the study
of the “religions” from the perspective of the spiritual. The older fourfold ena-
meration of the three “Abrahamic religions™ plus “Idolatry” required revision,
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Fudaism was to be demorted in that from a. Christiani apologetic perspective, it
was the very type of a “fleshly religion”; Buddhism was to be prel.notelci because
in the two-century history of the Western imagination of Buddhism, it had be-
come the very type of “spiritual religion.” .

Fairbairn adjusted his model such that the ultimate duality was between
“spontancous or natural religions” and “instituted religions,” _V\{mh the latter
having two classes, each characterized by the same powerfully positive Protestant
rerm: “Reformed Natural” (including the archaic religion of Israel {“Mosa-
ism™], Zoroastrianism, Confucianism, Taoism}, and “Reformed Spirill-lai.,” Ilim-
ited oniy to the new triad {Buddhism, “Mohammedanism,” and Christianity).
All other “religions” fell mto one of three classes of “natural,” the replacement
term for the older category, “idolatry.” .

The most enduring device was the invention of the taxon ““world™ or “uni-
versal religions,” a division that appeared to recognize both history and geogra-
phy. The term was introduced and placed in a classificatory scheme _that. sy.nthe-
sized previous taxonomic divisions in a work that stands as the ﬁrst‘classm in thf:
science of religion, Cornelius Petrus Tiele’s work Owutline of the Hz.ft'ﬂ?"jl of .Rf,’lf-
gion to the Spread of Universal Religions (1876), and was re‘n{orkec.i in Tiele’s
article “Religions™ in the ninth edition of the Encyclopacdia Britannica (1884).
Ticle’s “morphotogical” classification, which schemarizes the “stage of dc.m?lgp-
ment” each religion has “attained,” has as its fundamental principle of division
“natural religion” and “‘ethical religion,” which he self-consciously coFrf?late,s
with Whitney’s distinction between “race religion” and “founded religion.”
“Natural religion” has three families, one of which has two genera. The ﬁrs_t
family comprises “polydaemonistic magical religions under the control of ani-
mism.” To this class “belong [all] the religions of the so-called savages or un-
civilized peoples.” Recognizing, perhaps, the effects of colonialism, he adds
that their present forms are “only degraded remnants of what they once must
have been.” _

The second family of “nature religions™ is that of “purified or orga:ruzed
magical religions,” which Tiele terms “therianthropic polytheism,” according to
which the “gods are sometimes represented in human form, more frequendy in
that of an animal.” These are politically divided into two families, “anorga-
nized” (iribal) and “organized” (imperiai}. The “unorganized” ?nclufieI the
Tapanese kami traditions, the Dravidians, the Finms, thr.: “oid Arabic rehgmns,
old Pelasgic religion, old Italiote religions, Etruscan religion before its adr'mxture
with Greek elements, [ and ] the old Slavonic religions.” The “organized” include
“the semi-civilized retigions of America, . . . the ancient religion of the Chinese
empire, ancient Babylonian (Chaldaean) religion, [and] the religion of Egypt.”

The third family, “anthropomorphic polytheism,” is characterized by_ th.c
“worship of manlike but superhuman and semi-ethical beings” (the 1at.ter indi-
cating that while the gods are often represented as being concerned \.mth good
and evil, they are aiso depicted as essentially amoral). Belonging to this class are
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“the ancient Vaidic religion (India), the pre-Zarathustrian Iranic religion, the
younger Babylonian and Assyrian religion, the religions of the other civilized
Semites, the Celtic, Germanic, Hellenic and Graeco-Roman religions.”

Distinct from these “nature religions™ are those belonging to the second ma-
jor division, “ethical religions,” which are subdivided into “national pomistic
(nomothetic} refigious communities™ characterized by being “founded on 2 faw
or holy scripture,” that is, “Taoism and Confucianism . . . Brahmanism, with its
various ancient and modern sects, Jainism and primitive Buddhism, Mazdaism
(Zarathustrianism} with its sects, Mosaism [and] Judaism,” and “universalistic
religious communities,” a class with only three members; Islam, Buddhism,
Christianity. They are distingnished in not being devoted to the special interests
of a nation or people but to humankind in general; they are proselytizing
traditions.

After discussing at some length the relative merits of the lzbels “universalis-
tic,” “universal,” and “world religions,” Tiele employs blunt imperialistic fan-
guage to defend his use of “world religions™ to

distinguish the three refigions which have found their way to differ-
ent races and peoples and ali of which profess the intention to con-
quer the world, from such communities [that is, “national, nomistic
religions”] as are generally limited to a single race or nation, and,
where they have extended farther, have done so oniy in the train of,
and in connection with, a superior civilization. Strictly speaking,
there can be no more than one universal or world religion, and if one
of the existing religions is so potentially, it has not vet reached its
goal. This is a matter of belief which lies beyond the limits of scientific
classification. . . . Modern history of religions is chiefly the history of -
Buddhism, Christianity and Tslam, and of their wrestling with the
ancient faiths and primitive modes of worship, which slowly fade
away before their encroachments, and which, where they still survive
in some parts of the world and do not reform themselves after the
model of the superior religion, draw nearer and nearer to extinction.

Furthermore, he apologetically insists, the three “world religions” are not on an
equal plane. [slam “is not original, not a ripe fruit, but rather a wild offshoot of
Judaism and Christanity,” “in its external features [it] is lictle better than an
extended Jadaism.” Buddhism “neglects the divine” and while “atheistic in its
origin, it very soon becomes infected by the most fantastic mythology and the
most childish superstitions.” Christianity “alone preaches a worship in spirit and
in truth . . . the natural result of its purely spiritual character, Christanity ranks
incommensurably high above both its rivals.” Despite the latter asserdon, Tiele
insists that “we are giving here neither a confession of faith nor an apology. . . .
we have here to treat Christianity simply as a subject of comparative study, from
a scientific, not from a religious point of view.” { Tiele 1884, 20:358-71 3
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Later scholars expanded the number of world refigions to seven b.y colliapsing
Ticle’s two classes of “ethical religions” in an odd venture of pluralistic etiquette:
if Christianity and Tslam count as world religions, then it \vguld be 111516 to ex-
«clude Judaism: (ironically, the original model for the opposite type, “national

nomistic refigions”). Likewise, if Buddhism is included, then Hinduism can-

not be ignored. And again, if Buddhism, then Chinese religions and Japanese
religions, - o .
Itis impossible to escape the suspicion that a world religion is simply a religion

like ours, and that it is, above all, a tradition that has achieved sufficient power -
E

and numbers to enter our history to form it, interact with it, or thwart it. We
recognize both the unity within and the diversity among the world religions
because they correspond to important geopotitical entities with which we must
deal. All “primitives,” hy way of contrast, may be lumped together, as may the

“minor religions,” because they do not confront our history in any direct fash- .

ion. From the point of view of power, they are invisible.

Attempting to avoid such strictures and suspicions, OL'._hCl’ scho}arg ha\fe turned
to alternative modes of classification. Following the impiied correlfu"%on in Brere-
wood’s Enguirvies Tonching the Diversity of Languﬂges and Relfgzqm, F .Max
Miiller (1873, 143) argued *that the only scientific and truly genetic dasmﬁcz:—
tion of religions is the same as the classification of an gua.gcs,”lwhﬂc Brcrewood' s
interest in statistics has led to geographical taxonomies, cld}cr demographic
(Haupt 1821 is an early example) or in terms of spatial d.lSi‘IibutiOll {for-cxamp_le,
Deffontaines 1948). Others combine these elements vnth. ethnographic classifi-
cations maintaining that any particular “religion derives its character from the
peopie or race who develop it or adopt it” (Ward 1909, 64j. All of thesc.result'
in projects describing “the religion of ™ such and‘ such a geographical region or
folk, arguing that these eschew the imposed umversa.hsms or bar.ely disguised
apologetics of their predecessors in the name of a new Cl;h.lc‘of locality that often
favors native categories. ‘Thus, Clifford Geertz mtroduces 1115. c.arl.y work i'?lf Re-
ligion of Java (1960) by emphasizing the copresence of nativistic, Istamic, and
“Hinduist” elements, arguing that “these three main su brraditions . . . are not
constructed types, but terms and divisions the Javanese themselves apply. ..
Any simple vnitary view is certain to be inadequate;_an_d 80 T have tried to
show . . . variation in ritual, contrast in belief, and conflict in valizes” (Pp. ‘6 -7,
What remains uncertain is what he intends by the singular religion .in his title.

As in the eighteenth century, so too in the Jate tW'.?zl_tieth do the issues attend-
ing the religions force the definitional guestion of rchgmu.‘ "Two definitions com-
mand widespread scholarly assent, one essentially thc‘ologlcal, th; pthg anthro-
pological. Pau! Tillich, reversing his previous formulation that religion is concern
for the ultimate, argued that

religion, in the largest and most basic sense of the word, is uitimate
concern . . . manifest in the moral sphere as the unconditional seri-
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ousness of moral demand[,] . . n the realm of knowledge as the
passionate longing for ultimate reality[,]. . . in the aesthetic function
of the human spirit as the infinite desire to SXpress ultimate mean-
ing.” [Religion is not a] special function of man’s spiritual life, bur
the dimension of depth in all its fancrions. (1959, 7-8)

As Tillich’s earlier concern with topics such as idolatry and the demonic should
suggest, this is not as generous and open ended a definition ag might seem to be
implied. There are nsufficient, inadequate, and fajse convictons of “nltimacy.”
Tillich has in fact provided a definition of the religious, as a dimension (in his
case, the ultimate, vnconditioned aspect) of human existence. This is explicit in
William A. Christian’s reformulation: “Someone is religious if in his universe
there is something to which {in principie) all other things are subordinated. Re-
ing religious means having an interest of this kind” (1964, 61). ¥f one removes
Tillich’s and Chyristian’s theological criteriz (as, for example, Robert T, Baird
suggests in Category Formation and the History of Religions [19717), then it
becomes difficult if not impossible to distinguish religion from any other ideo-
logical category. This would be the direction that Ninjan Smart (1983) points to
in suggesting that rel; gion be understood as “worldview,” with the latter under-
stoad as a systemn “of belief which, through symbols and actions, mobilize[s] the
feelings and wills of human beings” (pp. 2-3)

The anthropotogical definition of religion thar has gained widespread assent
among scholars of religion, who both share and reject its functionalist frame, is
that formulated by Melford E. Spiro (1966, 96}, “an stitution consisting of

culturally patterned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman beings »

This. definition requires acceptance of a broad theory of cultural creation, sig-
naled by the phrases “cultarally patterned” and “culturaily postniated,” and
places uman cuitural activities or Institutions as the summum Fenas and religion
as a subordinate taxon. This is made plain in Spiro’s formulation that “religion
can be differentiated from other culturally constitnred institutions by virtue only
of its reference to superhuman beings™ (p. 98), Subsequent reformulations by
scholars of religion have tended cither to remove this subordination (for ex-
ampic, Penner 1989) or 1o substitute “supernatural® for “superhuman” (as in
Stark and Bainbridge 1987).

It was once a tactic of studenrs of religion to cite the appendix of James I3,
Leuba’s Prchological Study of Religion (1912), which lists more than fifty defi-
nitions of religion, to demonstrate that “the effort cleatly to define religion in
short compass is a hopeless task” (King 1954). Not at all! The moral of Leuba js
not that religion cannor be defired, but that it can be defined, with greater or
lesser success, more than fifty ways. Besides, Leuba goes onto classify and evaluare
his list of definitions. “Religion™ is not a native term;itisa term created byscholars
for their inteliectual purposes and therefore is theirs to define. Its asecond-order,
generic concept that plays the same roje in establishing a disciplinary horizon that
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a concept such as “language” plays in linguistics or “‘culture” plays in an'_ahropolA
ogy. There can be no disciplined study of religion without such a horizoa.
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Sacrifice
* Jill Robbins

F hile a comprehensive treament of the term, not to mention 2 theory
of, “sacrifice,” is not possibie here, it will be useful to indicate the
parameters and the points of reference thar such a term and such 2
theory would comprise. After a general discussion of a historical and critical na-
ture, Iwill tumn briefly to an exemplary text from the Hebrew Bible, the binding
of Isaac recounted in Genesis 22, in order to determine some of rhe questions it
poses abourt sacrifice, :

In the Hebrew Bible and in the cultic context of ancient Israelite religion,
sacrifice, the offering up of stain animals for sacred purposes, holds a prominent
Place, although its full significance is not endrely understood. Leviticus, espe-
cially chapters 1 through 7 (generally artribured to the biblical author “P* or
the Priestly source), details the laws of sacrifice, It makes distinctions between
such categories as propitiary offerings (as atonement for sins and as a purification
ritwal} and dedicatory offerings (gifts for the deity). In the practice known as the
sin-offering, hattn’at, the offering must be the broperty of the person making
the sacrifice. The sacrificer lays his hand on the offering, thus identifying it with
himself. The idea behind this practice was explained by the medieval commen-
tator Nachmanides in his commentary on Lev. 1:9 as follows: the sinner’s life js
forfeit to God, but by a gracious provision, he is permitted to substitute an anj-

by the extracton of the animal’s biood: “For the life of the flesh is in the blood,
and T have given it for you upen the altar to make atonement for your souls: for
it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason of the life that is in ir.” While
the idca of substitution and explation is prominent in these cases, the dedicatory
offerings convey primarily the idea of gitt giving, which will later be cxploreé
within anthropological theories of sacrifice, These offerings are distinguished in
terms of the matter, the mode, and even the place of sacrifice. For example, there
is the meal offering, the minks, sometimes transiated as “gift.” In Genesis 4,
Cain brings such a gift to God, who in turn indicates his preference for Abel’s
animal sacrifice over Cain’s cerea] offering. The burnt offering, the olab, which
means literally ““that which goes up,” namely, the smoke, describes the mode of
delivery of the sacrifice. It refers to an offering that is entirely consumed in the
fire, what the Septuagint translares as holokawstus, and the King James, in its
English equivalent, as “holocaust.” (1 will return fager to the problematic use of
this term to refer to the Nazi genocide of the Jews.) Olad is the word that is used
in Genesis 8§ for Noah's sacrifice, the odor of which is “pleasing™ to God: it is
also the word used in Genesis 22 when God commands Abraham to sacrifice his
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