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Abstract: The article discusses the connection between theory formation and his-
torical research in the study of religion. It presupposes that the study of religion is
conceived of as an empirical discipline. The empirical basis of theories is provided
primarily by historical research, including research in the very recent past, that is,
the present time. Research in the history of religions, therefore, is an indispensable
part of the study of religion. However, in recent discussions on the methods, aims,
and theoretical presuppositions of the discipline, research in the history of reli-
gions largely is ignored. To shed some light on this blind spot, the article builds on
the philosophy of science of Critical Realism.While the first part deals with the role
of historical research in theoretical discourses of the discipline, the second part
explains fundamental ontological and epistemological positions of Critical Rea-
lism and their implications for empirical research. On this basis, somemethodolo-
gical problems of theory formation in the study of religion are discussed in the
third part. In particular, it is argued that it is impossible to validate empirically
theories of religion that aim to explain what religion is. The concluding part
sketches ways of theory formation in the study of religion that does not take reli-
gion as the explanandum but as the theoretical perspective that guides research.
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Zusammenfassung: Der Artikel behandelt den Zusammenhang von Theoriebil-
dung und historischer Forschung in der Religionswissenschaft. Dabei wird davon
ausgegangen, dass Religionswissenschaft als empirische Wissenschaft verstan-
den wird. Die empirische Basis religionswissenschaftlicher Theorien wird in erster
Linie durch historische Forschung geliefert, einschließlich der Erforschung der
als Gegenwart verstandenen jüngsten Vergangenheit. Obwohl religionsgeschich-
tliche Forschung damit ein unverzichtbarer Teil der Religionswissenschaft ist,
wird sie in neueren Diskussionen über Methoden, Ziele und theoretische Voraus-
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setzungen der Disziplin weitgehend ignoriert. Der Artikel unternimmt es, diesen
blinden Fleck zu beleuchten und stützt sich dabei auf die Wissenschaftstheorie
des Kritischen Realismus. Im ersten Teil wird auf die Bedeutung historischer For-
schung innerhalb der Religionswissenschaft eingegangen, danach werden im
zweiten Teil grundlegende ontologische und epistemologische Positionen des Kri-
tischen Realismus und ihre Implikationen für empirische Forschung erläutert.
Auf dieser Basis werden im dritten Teil einige methodische Probleme religions-
wissenschaftlicher Theoriebildung diskutiert. Es wird unter anderem argumen-
tiert, dass es unmöglich ist, eine Religionstheorie empirisch zu begründen, deren
Ziel es ist, zu erklären, was Religion ist. Im abschließenden Teil werden Möglich-
keiten religionswissenschaftlicher Theoriebildung aufgezeigt, die Religion nicht
als Explanandum, sondern als erkenntnisleitende theoretische Perspektive be-
greift.

Schlagwörter: Religionstheorie, Religionsgeschichte, Kritischer Realismus, Meth-
odologie

Historical research is a blind spot in more recent discussions on method and the-
ory in the study of religion. In this article, I contend that the history of religions is
an indispensable element of the discipline and that theory formation in the study
of religion is not possible without reference to historical research. The argument
rests on the assumption that the study of religion is an empirical discipline. In the
first part, the empirical character of historical research and its contribution to
theoretical issues in the study of religion are discussed. The second part explains
ontological and epistemological presuppositions of empirical research against
the backdrop of the philosophy of science of Critical Realism. The third part fo-
cuses on the mutual relationship between historical research and theories in the
study of religion. It is concluded that the aim of theories is not to explain what
religion is but to explain social realities.

1 Historical Research in the Study of Religion

To avoid any misunderstandings, I should highlight at the outset that I am using
the terms “historical research (in the study of religion)” and “history of religions”
as equivalents. Thus, by “history of religions” I do not mean “History of Reli-
gions” as a particular theoretical approach in religious studies related to Mircea
Eliade’s understanding of the discipline. The term “history of religions” here sim-
ply refers to historical research focusing on religions. This need not be research on
the remote past but applies as well to the recent past, that is, the present age.
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Hans Kippenberg (1997) has reconstructed in detail the emergence of the his-
tory of religions and its intimate relationship with theories of religion and philo-
sophy of history. As he argues, historical research and historiography always are
interpretations of the past in the context of present experiences and, therefore,
cannot be separated from theoretical thinking. In the formative phase of the study
of religion as an academic discipline, theories of religion, as a rule, relied on his-
torical research, and the history of religions therefore became the backbone of
the discipline. This is reflected in its name, which in most countries was “history
of religions” (histoire des religions, storia delle religioni, Religionsgeschichte), a
name that is retained to this day by the International Association for the History of
Religions (IAHR). While in German-speaking academia the alternative name Reli-
gionswissenschaft has long been established (Hardy 1898), the anglophone world
nowadays is undecided about what to call the discipline, oscillating between “re-
ligious studies” and “study of religion”.1 Although historical research continues
to represent a significant part of the work done in the study of religion, it is no
longer considered the core of the discipline. Instead, the critical reflection on cen-
tral concepts, methods, and theoretical approaches moved to the centre. Accord-
ingly, newer handbooks and introductions to the discipline mostly pay little, if
any, attention to the history of religions and historical research (Kippenberg
2000; Rüpke 2011; Uehlinger 2006, 379 f.). As early as 2000, Kippenberg therefore
diagnosed a “vanishing of ‘history’ in religious studies” (2000, 221).

1.1 Separation of Historical Research and Theoretical
Discourses in the Study of Religion

Ironically, the negligence of the history of religions in theoretical discussions on
the aims, methods, and competences of the study of religion is paralleled by a
significant increase in historical research. Historical knowledge about religions in
such areas as China, Japan, South Asia, or the Middle East is much more detailed

1 In one of the earliest publications advocating amethodologically more reflexive understanding
of the discipline then usually called “history of religions”, Penner and Yonan remarked that this
designationwas too narrowa translation ofReligionswissenschaft and proposed the name “science
of religion” (1972, 107, note 1),whichhadbeen introducedbyFriedrichMaxMüller (1882).Although
in English-speaking academia “science of religion” is rarely used nowadays (there are, however,
some cases, e. g. Honko 1979), I understand the study of religion as being no less “scientific” than,
for instance, the social sciences, political science, or the cognitive science of religion. However, I
here follow the linguistic conventions in the anglophone world. Nevertheless, in my view, metho-
dological reflection in the study of religion cannot ignore discussions in the philosophy of science
(there is no “philosophy of studies”), and the discipline, in this sense, is a scientific enterprise.
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and comprehensive today than it was in the days the discipline went under the
name “history of religions”. Furthermore, most historians of religion have turned
away frommainly studying religious texts and pay more attention to the entangle-
ment of religious beliefs, practices, and institutions with other aspects of culture
and society. Research in the history of religions, therefore, demands training and
competence in the history of particular areas. Historians, in many cases, stand
aloof from discussions centring around the concept of religion and its Western
genealogy or explaining religion by cognitive algorithms without paying atten-
tion to the full range of things studied in the history of religions. Conversely, the-
oretical discourses in the study of religion largely ignore historical studies and fail
to relate theory formation to historical research.

Theoretical debates leave historians of religion in a somewhat uneasy posi-
tion because what the latter do is often considered by theorists a somewhat naïve
undertaking, which is criticised from various angles. From one side, historical
studies are accused of being an unorganised compilation of data that resembles
“butterfly collecting” due to “a lack of any sort of guiding theoretical framework”
(Slingerland and Bulbulia 2011, 323). From another side, the history of religions
has to face the charge of being uncritical in ignoring that “religion” is a construct
of modern Western thinking and “that the production of data in books and jour-
nals about religion and religions [...] has as their most important function the
maintenance and reproduction of a myth” (Fitzgerald 2007, 7).

The quoted critics come from different directions: the Cognitive Science of
Religion and the so-called Critical Religion2 approach. Historians of religion might
console themselves with the thought that both critics would equally criticise each
other’s approach to the study of religion. The “critical” approaches on the one
side, which include postmodern, postcolonial, and discursive studies of religion,
and the cognitive science of religion on the other, completely disagree with each
other about the ontological status of religion. The critical approaches usually
highlight the historical contingency of the concept of religion as a modern Wes-
tern construction, which is expressed in Jonathan Z. Smith’s famous but hyper-
bolic dictum: “Religion has no independent existence apart from the academy”
(1982, XI). In this view, religion is a theoretical concept constructed by scholars.

2 “Critical Religion“ is an autonymof a groupof scholars organized in theCritical ReligionAssocia-
tion (https://criticalreligion.org/). There is some confusion about how to name a number of related
intellectual approaches in the study of religion that all are more or less critical to other forms of
religious studies but do not constitute a homogeneous school. For some of the internal differentia-
tions cf. Goldstein, King and Boyarin (2016).
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For the cognitive science of religion, on the other side, religion is not merely a
concept but something that can be empirically explored and explained by using
methods and findings of the natural sciences. Accordingly, religion is supposed to
exist independently from the concept, as expressed by Pascal Boyer: “That people
do not have a special term for religion does not mean they actually have no reli-
gion. In many places people have no word for ‘syntax’ but their language has a
syntax all the same” (2001, 9). Like language, religion is considered innate equip-
ment of the human species (Bulbulia 2005).

In recent decades, various forms of both critical studies of religion and the
cognitive science of religion were among the most influential new theoretical ap-
proaches in the study of religion. Given the fundamental differences in concep-
tualising religion that exist between these two approaches, discussions on theory
and method in the study of religion became much occupied with clarifying, de-
fining, criticising, or defending the concept of religion. Against this backdrop, the
history of religions did not receive much attention in reflections on the aims and
methods of the discipline. Historical research remained a strangely blind spot in
metatheoretical discourses. As Armin Geertz remarked at the end of the last cen-
tury, the “study of the history of religions stood in danger of dissolving into sepa-
rate philologies with no common goal and no significant theoretical reflection”
(1999, 447).

1.2 The Study of History as Empirical Research

Historians of religion understandably have issues with the view that the modern
origin of the concept of religion and its construction in Western discourses justi-
fies ignoring historical research on earlier periods and excluding it from theore-
tical considerations in the study of religion. While it is true that religion is a mod-
ern concept and some critiques, therefore, claim that it is a “modern Western
invention” (cf. Taylor 1998, 7), what historians of religion study is not invented
by them. They might interpret the imaginations, institutions, practices, or social
structures that are reconstructed by historical research as being “religious”, and
this, of course, is an interpretation against the backdrop of modern conceptuali-
sations. However, this does not make the objects that are interpreted a modern
invention.

As research in the history of religions has been widely neglected in theoretical
discussions, a few remarks are appropriate to clarify some points. One point con-
cerns the role of subjectivity in writing history and the possibility of historical
knowledge. Historians are divided over the question of whether historiography
can and does produce knowledge about the past that is more than the subjective
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imaginations of the historiographer.3 There is no doubt that in interpreting histor-
ical sources and trying to reconstruct historical facts from them, much subjectiv-
ity on the part of the researcher is involved. The skills and capacities of historians
belong to them as acting subjects, and even if they succeeded in designing algo-
rithms enabling computers to do the work of historians, there would be the sub-
jectivity of the designers. There should, however, be no illusion: subjectivity is
unavoidable, not just in historical research; it is not even confined to research in
the humanities and social sciences. All perceptions and interpretations of percep-
tions are necessarily subjective. The natural sciences are no exception because it
is human beings who design research strategies to produce empirical data, and it
is human beings who finally interpret the data.

The question, therefore, is not so much whether the production of knowledge
about the past involves more subjectivity than the production of knowledge about
the very recent past, which is called the present time; the question instead is
whether we can produce any scientific knowledge about cultural and social reali-
ties, that is, the world produced and inhabited by humans and the ways humans
live in it. Since inEnglish-speaking academia the term “science”usually is reserved
for the natural sciences, historical research and, for that, research in the study of
religion by definition cannot produce scientific knowledge.4 If it is not scientific
knowledge, howelse couldwe characterise the knowledgewe aim to provide in the
studyof religion? Toavoid futile discussions about terminology,webetter askwhat
we do expect of the study of religion to deliver. The expectations are diverse, given
the diversity of approaches in the discipline. What is more, there is no means to
decide rationally what should be the aim of the study of religion because it is a
normative question whose answer depends on the preferences of scholars. There
might be a consensus between some of them, but since there is no authority or ma-
gisterium, there always will be different opinions. Each scholar has to make a
choice between controversial approaches and, if possible, to know the reasonswhy
she or he prefers a particular understanding of the discipline rather than another.

My own choice is to expect the study of religion to be an empirical discipline,
and I will, in the following, confinemy argument to this understanding and ignore
different preferences that, for instance, see the study of religion as a domain of

3 For discussions on the nature of historical research and historiography, and the controversies
about subjectivity and objectivity in history cf. White (1992); Lorenz (1997, 2004); Iggers (2000);
Iggers ([1995] 2005); Evans (1999).
4 Note that this position epitomizes the importance of language in shaping our thinking and the
waywe are constructing intellectual problems. In German- or French-speaking contexts, the ques-
tion of whether historical research is a form ofWissenschaft or science hardly would be controver-
sial, given the common designationsGeschichtswissenschaft and sciences historiques.
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philosophy. Empirical disciplines aim to produce true knowledge about the world.
The concept of truth should not be controversial, because the alternative would be
aiming to provide knowledge that is not true. However, we have to be aware that
there is a difference between the concept of truth and the ascertainment of truth.
There are no objective and indisputable criteria for decidingwhether a statement is
true or not because the criteria for supporting truth claims are defined and agreed
upon in a discursive community. In the present context, the discursive community
is scholars who understand the study of religion and the study of history as empiri-
cal disciplines. Empirical disciplines presuppose that there exists a reality that is
independent of the researchers who attempt to gain knowledge about it. They ac-
cordingly demand that the knowledge they produce in some way refers to this rea-
lity and not just to itself, that is, to academic discourses. Furthermore, they reflect
on the methods of how to arrive at statements of fact, and agree, at least in princi-
ple, on the requirements for a statement of fact to be well- or ill-founded.

The last-mentioned point, in particular, is essential. In empirical disciplines,
statements of fact can be criticised with empirical arguments according to the
methodological criteria agreed upon in the discursive community. In historical
research, this marks the difference between fact and fiction. Unlike the authors of
fictional writing, historians have to observe intersubjectively accepted metho-
dical rules to provide evidence for their statements of fact. They cannot just pre-
sent a historical narrative without providing empirical and logical arguments
(Lorenz 2004, 57). Correspondingly, historical accounts can be publicly assessed,
doubted, and critiqued with empirical and logical arguments, which is not possi-
ble for fictional narratives.

Historical knowledge is fallible, needless to say, but this is true for any knowl-
edge. Because scientific statements are fallible, it is imperative that they are open
to critique. The possibility to critique statements with empirical arguments pre-
supposes the idea of truth – for otherwise, all statements would be equally valid.
Furthermore, empirical arguments necessarily imply referring to facts that exist
independently of the academic discourses.

At this point, it suffices to remark that even the postmodern critique of histor-
iography, and the history of religions in particular, presupposes the concept of
truth. To criticise the history of religions for constructing distorted accounts of
social realities implies that these accounts are considered false and that it is pos-
sible to arrive at a less distorted view. If we abandoned the idea of truth, we would
have to accept all historical narratives, which consequently would make it self-
contradictory to criticise the narratives given by historians of religions.
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1.3 Historical Research and the Concept of Religion

As has been remarked, while the interpretation of pre-modern realities as being
religious is doubtlessly a modern interpretation, this does not affect the existence
of historical facts that are interpreted in this way. However, it can be argued that
applying the concept of religion to pre-modern realities distorts our perception by
imposing modern classifications that do not reflect the way things were under-
stood in these societies (Barton and Boyarin 2016; Nongbri 2008, 2013).

To understand how social reality is understood in a given society certainly is a
legitimate aim in the study of religion, though not the only one. Besides this “emic”
perspective, it also is legitimate to adopt an “etic” perspective,5 that is, interpreting
social realities in the context of our theories and conceptions. Theory formation in
the study of religion is more than reconstructing and understanding emic concep-
tions. Nevertheless, for historians, it is an intriguing question whether it is only in
modern societies that a distinction is made between religious and non-religious
things. It is an empirical question that can only be answered by historical research.

We certainly cannot expect to find religion as a concept in historical contexts
where it was unknown. However, it is possible to scrutinise pre-modern classifica-
tions and terminologies to find out how they deal with things that, from a modern
perspective, might be classified as being religions or religious. Some historians of
religion have worked in this direction. Their findings indicate that in many pre-
modern societies, distinctions similar to the modern one between religious and
non-religious affairs were not entirely unknown.6

In the case of Europe, the word religio was common since antiquity, although
before early modern times it usually was not used as a generic term.7 However, as
Giovanni Casadio has shown based on literary evidence, the word religio in Ro-
man antiquity also was used in the plural, religiones, in contrasting Roman reli-
gion with the religions of other peoples (Casadio 2010, 315–319). Relating to med-

5 I use the terms “emic” and “etic” because they have become conventional to refer to object-lan-
guage (“insider”) and metalanguage (“outsider”) interpretations. In historical research, the terms
are open to misunderstandings because they can conceal the fact that in complex societies, there
usually is no single “emic” interpretation of reality, but several coexisting interpretations. Like-
wise, there is no single “etic” interpretation bymodern scholars but a variety of diverging interpre-
tations, which is quite obvious in the understanding of religion.
6 Shortly before the wave of postcolonial critique of the comparative use of the concept religion
swelledupandwithout reference to it,MichaelHaußig (1999) presenteda comprehensiveoverview
on ‘emic’ concepts inHinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, and Islam,whose sematic fields overlapwith
modern understandings of ‘religion’.
7 For the usageof religio andother terms to refer to religion in Europeanhistory cf. Feil (1986, 1997,
2001, 2012).
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ieval Europe, Peter Biller has drawn attention to the fact that in the 13th century,
Roger Bacon put forward a classification of and comparisons between various
great secte of the world (Biller 1985, 368). Both examples show that well before
modern times and colonial encounters there was an awareness of different reli-
gions even if it might not have been the subject of everyday discourses.

Concerning pre-modern Asian societies, several studies come to similar re-
sults. Based on textual research, Robert Campany has argued that in medieval
China there was a tendency “to refer nominally to entities that seem to correspond
roughly to the ones named ‘religions’ in Western discourse” (Campany 2003, 311).
Also dealing with medieval China is Max Deeg’s (2013) research on the identity
construction of Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, and Nestorianism. He high-
lights that apologetic discourses not only indicate that there was an awareness of
these traditions as being different from one another but also show that they mu-
tually conceived each other as belonging to the same class. Christoph Kleine
(2010, 2013 a, 2013b) has extensively discussed the differentiation of religious and
political functions, and their conceptual distinction in medieval Japan, arguing
that the functional differentiation of religion is certainly not a purely modernWes-
tern phenomenon. Karénina Kollmar-Paulenz (2013) has demonstrated that the
Mongolian terms signifying religion – in particular the word šasin – underwent
semantic changes similar to the word “religion” in early modern Europe: while it
first referred only to Mongolian Buddhism, it later on came to be used as a com-
parative concept that also embraced shamanism, Islam, and finally Christianity.

A commonobservationof thesehistorical studies is the fact that conceptualisa-
tions roughly corresponding to what modern scholars classify as religions can be
found in Asian societies well before the impact of Western thought and classifica-
tions. It appears that a crucial factor promoting this process is apologetics and the
awareness ofmultiple religious actors competingwith each other in the same field.
This is also supported by Oliver Freiberger’s (2013) analysis of the juxtaposition of
Buddhist and other religious institutions in early Buddhist texts. Of course, the se-
mantics of the terms applied do not precisely correspond to the modern term “reli-
gion”, which is outright impossible because this term has no unambiguous mean-
ing. Equally important is the observation that emic discourses on what nowadays
are called “religions” were as diverse, manifold, and unsettled as are modern dis-
coursesonreligion.Wemustbeaware thatnotonlymodernEuropeanconceptsand
classifications have a history and do change, but so does the order of knowledge
in other societies, a point particularly stressed byKollmar-Paulenz (2013, 185–188).

This brief review of some research made by historians of religion sufficiently
shows that what modern scholars classify as religions in many pre-modern so-
cieties had been conceptualised as discernible units of social life, which usually
went along with a tendency to reify these concepts as things that exist, having

Theory of Religion and Historical Research 215



properties and histories. These findings debunk the thesis that it only is the “dust-
covered scholars of religion” (Masuzawa 2015, 148) who have constructed such
objects as “Buddhism” and other religions, and that all critical scholarship can
do is to study the Western genealogy of these “ideological constructions” (Masu-
zawa 2015, 147). Modern Western thinkers were neither the only ones nor the first
who have interpreted social realities. Historical ignorance certainly helps believe
in the exceptionality of modern understandings of the world, but it is a faulty
foundation of far-reaching theoretical claims. It engenders blindness for the rea-
lities beyond the scope of theoretical discourses that content themselves with the
critique of other academic theories.

As an empirical discipline, the study of religion does not confine historical
research to the analysis of discourses, be they modern or pre-modern; it also in-
vestigates things that discourses are about or that are not even conceptualised in
the discourses under consideration. It is possible to disagree on the question of
whether Buddhism or Christianity are theoretically constructed objects or not, but
it can hardly be disputed that Buddhist and Christian monasteries, textual tradi-
tions, or rituals exist and existed in pre-modern times. They exist as social reali-
ties and, as such, can not only be the objects of empirical research but also the
subject matter of theories.

In this part, I have shown that historical research is an indispensable element
of the study of religion if the latter is understood as an empirical discipline. This is
true even if it is argued that the concept of religion should not be applied to the
interpretation of pre-modern social realities because it emerged only in modern
times, for the argument evidently cannot be made without recourse to historical
research. Given the unquestionable importance of historical research in the study
of religion, it is remarkable that history has received little attention in recent the-
oretical and metatheoretical discussions. I have addressed some of the points that
deserve consideration: the questions of whether the history of religions can be
considered empirical research and whether it is justified to extend it to societies
unaffected by modern discourses on religion. In the following part, I will discuss
some ontological and epistemological preconditions of empirical research that
are relevant to the study of religion.

2 Critical Realism and the Study of Religion as an
Empirical Discipline

Discussing the ontological and epistemological presuppositions that are neces-
sary for conceiving the study of religion as an empirical discipline, I will rely on
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the philosophy of science of Critical Realism. After introducing fundamental con-
cepts of Critical Realism, I will explicate the importance of descriptions and data
and their relation to theories. First, however, a few remarks on theory and me-
tatheory in the study of religion are in order.

2.1 Theory, Metatheory, and Methodology

Theoretical discourses in the studyof religionhave adouble face: they includeboth
theoriesofreligionandtheoriesaboutthestudyofreligion.Whiletheoriesofreligion
are attempts at explaining religion, theories about the study of religion are me-
tatheoretical propositionsand reflectionson theaims, conditions,methods, and re-
strictions of studying religion. Metatheory cannot be separated frommethodology
where the methods of forming theories, conducting empirical research, and con-
necting theory formation with empirical research are discussed. Metatheory and
methodology of an empirical discipline need to be founded on – or at least be in-
formedby–principles discussed in the philosophyof science.Hence, there is a cas-
cadeof theoretical levels,with thephilosophyof scienceas themost general theore-
tical foundationof empirical research,overmore specificmetatheories ofparticular
disciplines and their methodological implications, down to theories about the sub-
jectmatter of thesedisciplines and, finally, theories explaining social realities.

The reason why theoretical discourses often do not strictly separate different
levels of theory in the study of religion probably is the fact that religion as the
discipline’s subject matter is a highly disputed concept. As discussing methods of
studying religion demands some kind of theoretical pre-understanding of what is
being talked about, methodological arguments merge with theories of religion
and attempts at defining it. The intricate entanglement of methodology and me-
tatheory with theories of religion is quite apparent when we consider the different
understandings of religion mentioned above: if religion is taken as a construct of
scholars, the study of religion naturally demands other methods than when reli-
gion is regarded as a universal phenomenon grounded in the genetic evolution of
the human species.

Discussing the relation between historical research and theory formation in
the study of religion therefore cannot avoid addressing religion as the subject
matter of theories as well. However, I will propose neither a theory nor a defini-
tion of religion but a methodological approach that circumvents the issue of
defining religion. Such an approach goes against the predominant view that the-
ories in the study of religion cannot avoid specifying what religion is. It is, there-
fore, necessary to explicate the methodological presuppositions on which my ar-
gument is based, which will be done in the next section.
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2.2 Ontological and Epistemological Presuppositions

As has been shown above, the assumption that classifications distinguishing be-
tween religious and non-religious affairs took shape only in modern European
discourses cannot be maintained because historians have found similar classifi-
cations in other societies. However, the fact that distinctions are made in dis-
courses – whether in modern Europe or elsewhere – does not imply that they de-
scribe differences existing in the real world. That we distinguish between elves
and imps does not allow for the conclusion that elves and imps exist as real enti-
ties that are different from each other. Applied to the study of religion, Timothy
Fitzgerald makes a similar point: “My argument is that there is no essential differ-
ence between religious and non-religious domains, but they are imagined and re-
presented as if they are essentially different, along the axis of binary either-or
alternatives” (Fitzgerald 2013, 104, italics mine). This argument is a response to
Kevin Schilbrack, who maintains that the social construction of the concept “re-
ligion” does not exclude “that ‘religion’ is descriptively and analytically useful,
and it is useful because there really are religions that exist ‘out there’ in the world”
(Schilbrack 2012, 98, italics mine).

The two positions reflect in a nutshell a fundamental ontological problem
lurking in theoretical disputes in the study of religion: do religions and does reli-
gion exist, and if so, in which sense? This question necessitates clarifying one’s
ontological presuppositions: what does it mean that something “exists” or is
“real”?

Let me start with Schilbrack’s formulation that “religions exist ‘out there’ in
the world”. Schilbrack explains his ontological assumptions in a later article,
drawing on Searle’s social ontology and Bhaskar’s Critical Realism (Schilbrack
2017, 166–168): “out there” means “outside our theories”. The implication is that
there exists a reality that is outside and independent of our research. This is a
realist ontology.8 However, it is a critical realism that is fully aware of the fact that
supposing the reality of the external world is not the same as claiming that this
reality is accurately caught by our descriptions and explanations.

8 For a description of the position of external realism and its defence against anti-realism see
Searle (1999, 1–37).
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Transitive and intransitive dimensions of empirical research

Critical Realism as a strand in the philosophy of science has been conceptualised
by Roy Bhaskar first as a philosophical foundation of the natural sciences and
alternative to positivism (Bhaskar [1975] 2008, 8).9 Later on, he extended his the-
ory to the social sciences (Bhaskar [1979] 1998). A central point of his argument is
the double aspect of scientific knowledge. On the one side, knowledge is a human
product; it depends on the scientists who produce it under specific social and
epistemic conditions. On the other hand, as Bhaskar maintains, “knowledge is ‘of’
things which are not produced by men at all: the specific gravity of mercury, the
process of electrolysis, the mechanism of light propagation. None of these ‘objects
of knowledge’ depend on human activity” (2008, 21). They would continue to ex-
ist even if humans ceased to exist. For this dimension of knowledge, Bhaskar
coins the term “intransitive objects of knowledge”. It is contrasted with “transitive
objects of knowledge”, which is humanly produced knowledge about causes such
as scientific theories (Bhaskar 2008, 21, italics in original).10

While in the natural sciences few scholars would dispute the reality of intran-
sitive objects of knowledge that do not depend on human activity and perception,
things are different in the humanities and social sciences. Their objects of re-
search obviously are not intransitive in the sense of existing independently of hu-
man activity, for they have been brought about by humans. Bhaskar discusses in
detail the epistemological and methodological problems connected therewith to
explain how social realities can be the objects of “naturalist” social scientific re-
search. There is no need to go into these details here. I just want to mention two
points. The first refers to the pre-existence of a socially produced reality as a pre-

9 After Bhaskar’s seminal work, the approach has been adopted and developed in different direc-
tions by a number of other authors. For an overview, see Archer et al. (1998).
10 The neologism of “transitive” and “intransitive” dimensions of knowledge can be irritating
because these terms have differentmeanings in other contexts, as for instance in linguistics. Bhas-
kar’s use of the terms is possibly comprehended most easily if “transitive” is understood in the
sense of “transient”, referring to the transience of our theories and knowledge. The “intransitive”
dimension of knowledge refers to objects whose existence does not depend on being the objects of
our transient knowledge (although, of course, these objects are transient, too). More precisely, “in-
transitive”and “transitive”are relational conceptswith reference to the research inquestion.While
our theories and discourses about theworld belong to the transitive dimension of our research, it is
possible to make theories and discourses the objects of research, in which case they belong to its
intransitive dimension. We can only make them the object of research because they exist already
prior to our considering them and – in relation to our research – are past realities that are not pro-
ducedor changedbyour research (althoughour researchmight changehow theyareperceivedand
understood).
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condition for any conscious human activity. “People cannot communicate except
by utilising existing media, produce except by applying themselves to materials
which are already formed, or act save in some or other context.” (Bhaskar 1998,
34) The second point concerns the ontological status of social reality. Bhaskar
argues that the reality of social formations as existent does not necessarily imply
that they are empirically observable but can be derived from the fact that they
have real effects. “Society, as an object of inquiry, is necessarily ‘theoretical’, in
the sense that, like a magnetic field, it is necessarily unperceivable. As such it
cannot be empirically identified independently of its effects; so that it can only be
known, not shown, to exist” (Bhaskar 1998, 45). Hence, Critical Realism admits
the existence of social realities that cannot be observed directly.11

Existence of non-empirical social realities

Take, for example, the cognitive sciences, which, though being unobservable, do
really exist rather than merely being discursively constructed. Cognitive theories
of religion could not have been invented in the 10th century because there were no
cognitive sciences. It is true that the cognitive sciences are a product of human
activity and, in this sense, a social construction; but once they exist, they have
effects. They have effects on people who, in some way or other, deal with them,
which means that the cognitive sciences exist today but not in the Middle Ages.
Although they have been produced by humans, they exist as a social reality,
which constitutes a possible object of investigation. Like any intransitive object
of knowledge in the social sciences, “its existence (or not), and properties, are
quite independent of the act or process of investigation of which it is the putative
object, even though such an investigation, once initiated, may radically modify
it” (Bhaskar 1998, 47).

Because the existence of social realities – be they the cognitive sciences or
Jehovah’s Witnesses – does not depend on their being investigated, described, or
explained by researchers, they are existentially intransitive in Bhaskar’s terminol-
ogy (Bhaskar 1998, 47). To put it simply: the objects of social research are real if
and because they have real effects that can be observed, and they are intransitive
because their existence does not depend on the investigations of which they are

11 To bemore precise, Critical Realism posits a stratified ontology comprising the domains of the
real, the actual, and the empirical; cf. Bhaskar ([1975] 2008, 56 f.); Archer (1998, 196) The possible
implications of this ontology for theories in the study of religion have yet to be explored.
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objects.12 That they exist independently of being investigated is evident in the case
of historical research on objects of the past. Strictly speaking, all empirical social
research describes and explains past realities, even though it may be a causative
factor that modifies the future course of events.

The decisive point in the ontology of Critical Realism is the logical founda-
tion of the reality of the social world, which is produced by humans but pre-ex-
ists any individual and has effects on individual as well as collective activities.13

At the same time, it is continuously reproduced and thereby modified or trans-
formed by human actors. Bhaskar thus proposes a transformational model of so-
cial activity (Bhaskar 1998, 33 f.).14 For the present argument, it suffices to under-
line the fundamental ontological position that the social reality exists as the in-
transitive object of possible investigations. If this position were denied, empirical
social science would not be possible (cf. Gorski 2013). However, what we select
as research objects and how we study them depends on us as scholars. It belongs
to the transitive dimension of research, which will be considered in the next sec-
tion.

12 It should be noted that this does not apply to the objects of experimental research, as for in-
stance in psychological experiments referred to in the cognitive science of religion. In this case, the
things observed are produced by the experimental arrangement of the researcher, which attempts
to create closed systems by eliminating external factors. This is why the results cannot easily be
applied to the explanation of social realities, which do not exist in closed systems but are the out-
come of complex networks of relationships.
13 In this point, Bhaskar’s argument seems tobe similar toBerger andLuckmann’s (1971) theoryof
the social construction of reality. However, Bhaskar underlines that the social reality is always al-
ready made when humans act. It is therefore not created or constructed by the social agents but
reproduced and transformedby them (Bhaskar [1979] 1998, 32–34). AsMargaretArcher puts it: “We
are all born into a structural and cultural context which, far from being of our making, is the unin-
tended resultant of past interaction among the long dead” (Archer 1995, 253). There also are simila-
rities to Searle’s social ontology. However, a significant difference is that Searle considers “social
institutional facts” to be “observer relative” and therefore “ontologically subjective” (Searle 2006,
15). According to Critical Realism, social facts as intransitive objects of research are not observer
relative (they exist independently of being observed). Searle’s distinction between epistemic and
ontological objectivity (Searle 2006, 13–15, 2010, 18) only makes sense if the speaker (or observer)
participates in the social institutions talked about and their existence depends on the speaker’s
intentionality. Searle’s concepts are therefore not well-suited to historical research.
14 Bhaskar’s theory has been further elaborated byMargaret Archer, who developed the transfor-
mationalmodel of social activity to her theory of “morphogenetical cycles” (1995, 1996).
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2.3 Descriptions, Data, and Theories

According to a critical realist ontology, the intransitive objects of empirical re-
search exist independently of being observed, but they can only be talked about
if they are described. Descriptions are data, that is, linguistically represented in-
formation about the external world. Descriptions are the first step in any empirical
research and the precondition of explanations and theories that claim to contri-
bute to knowledge about the external world. Only what has been described can be
explained (Archer 1995, 20).

Because data are descriptions providing information, they are not “out there”
to be collected like mushrooms but are produced by researchers. Thus, they be-
long to the transitive dimension of research. They depend on the researchers who
provide descriptions, that is, on their interests, ontological assumptions, research
questions, and the methods used to produce the data. As data are linguistic enti-
ties,15 they also depend on the language used, which provides a reservoir of terms
and concepts that restrict and channel the way something is represented linguis-
tically. Data, therefore, are profoundly affected by subjective factors pertaining to
the researchers, the academic discourses they participate in, and the social envir-
onment in which their research takes place.

In this sense, “[d]ata are always already theory-laden” (Stausberg and Engler
2016, 67). However, we can analytically distinguish between data or descriptions
and the interpretation of data. It is true that scholars of religion usually choose to
work with data they have already interpreted as describing religious phenomena,
which presupposes a theoretical concept of religion (Stausberg and Engler 2016,
67), but the production of data does not necessarily depend on such a theoretical
interpretation. One can, for instance, describe the grand state rituals in early mod-
ern China and produce an enormous amount of data on them without interpreting
these rituals as being religious.16 This does not preclude other scholars from using
the data against the backdrop of their understanding of religion and asking ques-
tions or providing arguments that relate to religion. However, it only is when re-
ligion as a theoretical perspective comes in that particular data can be considered
data “for religion”. The reliability of the data does not depend on how they are
interpreted theoretically.

15 Although in the study of religion data are mostly linguistic descriptions, data can have other
forms, such as, for instance, maps or statistics. However, in any case, data are representations
produced by researchers andmust not be confused with the objects which they purport to provide
information about. For a discussion of the nature of data cf. Beynon-Davies (2010, ch. 6 and pas-
sim).
16 An example of such a research is provided by Angela Zito (1997).
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Though in practice, data are often presented in a way that already includes
their interpretation, there is a difference between descriptions and interpreta-
tions. They differ, as it were, in the degree of subjectivity. It is possible that scho-
lars fully agree on the reliability of certain data, let us say the number of people
who in a survey have declared to believe in the existence of ghosts, but the same
scholars might completely disagree on whether the data indicate that these inter-
viewees and their belief in ghosts are religious. In principle, data can be con-
firmed or disproved by empirical evidence, whereas their interpretation rests on
theoretical arguments.

This is not to say that data represent the reality objectively: far from it. Data
are descriptions and, as such, belong to the transitive dimension of research,
which, as has been made clear, depends on many subjective factors. However, in
empirical research, at least if it is taken seriously, data are not purely subjective.
They not only depend on the scholars who produce them; they also depend on
what is being described. Data are the hinge that connects the transitive dimension
of research with its intransitive dimension. They are theory-dependent as well as
reality-dependent. Otherwise, they would be mere fictions, and there would be no
difference between reliable and faked data.

Certainly, historical research, like research in all sciences, delivers data that
describe reality in a very incomplete and selective way. However, there is no other
way. The alternative would be to deny the possibility of empirical research. All we
could do in the study of religion would be “thinking about religion”17, that is,
create theories without reference to data. However sophisticated such theorising
may be, it would just be “casual conversation”.18

3 Theories of Religion and Empirical Research

There has been much thinking and theorising about religion during the past cen-
turies (cf. Capps 1995; Pals 2006; Preus 1987; Strenski 2005). In many cases, think-
ing about religion has been provoked by ethnographic and historical data. How-
ever, just as often it is little more than arguing about a concept that has emerged
in early modern Europe as a central and heavily disputed category, which brought

17 The phrase is borrowed from the title of Ivan Strenski’s book (2005), which is a historical intro-
duction to theories of religion.
18 Armin Geertz remarks: “scientific claims are scientific because they are theoretically informed
claims. Anything less is just casual conversation.” (1999, 475) This is only half the truth because
scientific claims likewise have to be “empirically informed”. Otherwise they are casual conversa-
tion in the form of theoretical speculations.
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despisers as well as apologetics into the arena. Until today, religion remains a
subject that for many thinkers makes it difficult to refrain from passing judge-
ments by either viewing it as a deplorable delusion or considering it a vital ele-
ment of human existence.

All academic propositions that take religion as their subject matter, that is,
statements whose grammatical subject is “religion” (in the singular), can be con-
sidered theories of religion. Accordingly, the simplest form of a theory of religion
would just be a definition that takes the form “religion is ...”. Usually, theories of
religion are more elaborate in not just explicating what religion is but proposing
more or less coherent assumptions about the subject. Theories of religion are not
the sole domain of the study of religion but have been proposed in a variety of
academic disciplines. Most prominent are philosophy, theology, sociology, psy-
chology, anthropology, and, more recently, biology and the cognitive sciences.

One form of making religion the subject of theories in the study of religion is
to focus on discourses about religion in different academic disciplines and non-
academic contexts to elucidate the variety of meanings religion as a concept has
acquired and to explain the social and political conditions of their emergence,
their social functions, and unintended effects. This is the theoretical approach of
the Discursive Study of Religion (Kippenberg 1983; Stuckrad 2003; Wijsen and
Stuckrad 2016). While religion is the subject of such theories, the object of re-
search is discourses, and the theories aim to explain the discursive constructions
of the concept of religion. I will not discuss this type of theory of religion further
because it does not raise serious methodological problems.

Things are different with another type of theory of religion, which is promi-
nently advocated by Michael Stausberg (Stausberg 2009). Here, the focus is not on
explaining religion as a concept or the discourses constructing it; instead, the-
ories of religion are expected to explain religion as something with properties that
can be specified. As Stausberg remarks: “If there are good arguments that there
cannot be any specific properties of religion, no specifiable conditions for identi-
fying religion, theorizing religion can stop at this point” (Stausberg 2009, 4). Be-
sides explaining the specificity of religion, a theory of religion, according to
Stausberg, typically would have to address the interrelated questions of what the
origin, functions, and structure of religion are (Stausberg 2009, 2–7; similarly:
Stausberg and Engler 2016, 56–65).

Many theories of religion that have been devised during the past centuries
have claimed to provide answers to some of these questions, usually explaining
the specificity of religion by proposing a definition. Much thinking about religion
has been done. However, if the study of religion is taken as an empirical disci-
pline, thinking alone is not enough. In some way, theories must be related to
empirical research. Accordingly, if theories of religion are expected to specify the
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properties of religion, there must be methods that allow for detecting these prop-
erties.

In empirical disciplines, the aim of theories is to explain aspects of the exter-
nal reality, that is, the reality that exists independently of being the object of re-
search. To demand of theories to explain religion as a thing whose properties can
be specified presupposes that these properties are not just postulated but that
they exist independently of the theory. While religion as the subject of a theory
belongs to the transitive dimension of research, it must refer to something that
belongs to the intransitive reality – for otherwise, it cannot have properties. In
other words, “religion” must be related to an “extra-linguistic thing” (Stausberg
and Engler 2016, 58). This engenders a methodological problem because studying
religion as an extra-linguistic reality is not possible without first explaining the
concept of religion. As I will show immediately, there is the hazard of tautologies,
which results in empty theories. Instead of explaining aspects of the external rea-
lity, empty theories explain and illustrate the meaning of concepts. This is the first
pitfall of theories of religion.

The second pitfall is blind theories, that is, theories that make us blind to
certain aspects of the external world that are not covered by the theory. Theoreti-
cal blindness results from ignoring empirical data that do not fit prior theoretical
assumptions. There is no way to avoid this pitfall entirely because our perception
is always selective and restrained by subjective factors, including our theoretical
presumptions. However, we have to be aware of the problem and attempt to mini-
mise its effects. In the study of religion, the more fundamental methodological
issue is the pitfall of empty theories, as will be explained in the next section.

3.1 Empty Theories

The main cause of empty theories is the conflation of the transitive and intransi-
tive aspects of knowledge or, to put it differently, the confusion between the sub-
jects of theoretical discourses and the objects of empirical research. In the study
of religion, the central subject of theoretical discourses is religion. The subject
matter is defined, discussed, and explained in theories. It belongs to the transitive
dimension of research; it is a linguistic entity, that is, a term and concept whose
meaning depends on the explanations given by researchers. The pitfall of empty
theories occurs when “religion” as the transitive subject of discourses is treated as
an intransitive object of research, that is, if theories of religion pretend to explain
something that exists independently of our theories (cf. Jensen 2009, 332). This
results in an aporia because we cannot specify what the theories are about, except
by referring to religion as their discursively constructed subject. It is not possible
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to escape the tautology of identifying religion as that which has before been de-
fined as the meaning of the concept. If, however, the goal is to clarify “What kind
of thing is religion?” (Stausberg and Engler 2016, 69), the answer cannot consist
of explicating a term, but it demands to specify properties or conditions “for iden-
tifying something as ‘religion’” (Stausberg 2009, 3). As the identification of some-
thing as being religion presupposes “religion” as a pre-conceived category, it will
only explain how this category is understood and how something corresponds to
this understanding.

However, the type of theory considered here does not aim to explain a con-
cept but to explain religion as an extra-linguistic phenomenon. As Gardiner and
Engler (2010, 287) put it:

“Theories are necessarily theories of some phenomena. A theory is a theory of something to
the extent that, at least [in] part, it aims at explaining that thing. A theory explains, at least
in part, to the extent that it allows us to understand that phenomenon.”

The thing to be explained is religion or a religious phenomenon. Referring to the
requirements of a theory of religion that have been postulated by Stausberg
(2009, 3–6), the authors further explain:

“Insofar as a theory interprets and explains some phenomenon, demarcating or identifying
that phenomenon comes first. Looking for the origins, functions, or structures of religion(s)
presupposes prior criteria for identifying something as religious.”

As the criteria for identifying are prior to any “looking for” something, they must
be based on a pre-conceived definition. According to Gardiner and Engler, on the
basis of a definition “the theorist of religion selects the ‘data’ from which to theo-
rize or delimits the proper ‘object’ of theoretical investigation” (Gardiner and Eng-
ler 2010, 287). There seems to be a certain uneasiness with the terms “data” and
“object”, which is indicated by the scare quotes. In fact, the objects of theoretical
investigation are the data, which belong to the transitive dimension of research
because they are linguistic entities produced by the researchers. “Demarcating a
phenomenon” thus amounts to the same as applying a concept or category to the
interpretation of data.

It appears, therefore, that this form of theory cannot avoid the circle of first
defining a concept, based on which certain data are selected to demarcate an
object of theorising that necessarily meets the conditions defined by the theory.
Because in this way religion cannot be found to be something other than or dif-
ferent from what it has been defined as before, this kind of theorising will never
arrive at answering the question “What kind of thing is religion?” (Stausberg and
Engler 2016, 69) but only illustrate a pre-conceived category by selecting data fit-
ting the definition.

226 Hubert Seiwert



3.2 Avoiding Empty Theories: Religion as a Theoretical
Perspective

While the method proposed by Gardiner and Engler cannot lead to a theory that
explains religion as an extra-linguistic entity that can be identified by empirical
research, it can be a step on the way to substantial explanations, provided we
change the explanandum. Instead of explaining or illustrating the category of
religion, we have to explain the data. The data are descriptions providing infor-
mation about intransitive objects of the external reality, and it is the external
world that explanations in empirical disciplines aim at.

As has been made clear above, data belong to the transitive dimension of
knowledge; they have been produced by researchers to supply information about
the reality that represents the intransitive dimension of knowledge. In the study
of religion, the production and use of data are guided by theoretical discourses
in the discipline, whose main subject is religion. Instead of being the explanan-
dum, religion is a theoretical concept that shapes the perspective taken to nar-
row down the range of objects that theories in the study of religion attempt to
explain.

Gardiner and Engler’s suggestion that explanatory theories start with select-
ing data based on a pre-conceived definition of religion is reasonable. However,
if these data are intended to be used to explain religion, the result will be dis-
enchanting. The approach admittedly produces a plethora of theories of reli-
gion, but they cannot be empirically validated; they fail to answer any of the
questions that, according to Stausberg, theories have to address. Theorists who,
for instance, subscribe to definitions that focus on the belief in supernatural
agents will pay attention to other data than those who adopt Durkheim’s defini-
tion of religion. This engenders a quandary if their theories claim to explain
religion, because different definitions will result in selecting different kinds of
data fitting the divergent understandings of the concept. The theories would
use the same word – “religion” – but give it different meanings. The ensuing
problem is that the theories explain different things while both claim to explain
religion.

The problem can be avoided if we keep in mind that the aim of theories in
empirical disciplines is not to explain concepts but the intransitive reality. Reli-
gion is the theoretical perspective guiding the researcher to choose objects of re-
search that are to be explained. The explanandum, accordingly, is the selected
data. Take, for example, state rituals in contemporary China in which mythic an-
cestors are venerated (Seiwert 2016 a, 2016b). By taking religion as a theoretical
perspective, we may select such rituals as objects of research. Some scholars
might qualify the rituals as religious practices because they are related to super-
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empirical realities,19 which the venerated ancestors doubtlessly are. Now, the va-
lue of a theory explaining the origins, functions, and structure of the practices
would not be diminished by the fact that from the view of other researchers the
state rituals concerned are not at all religious. They could argue that the Commu-
nist state ideology without any doubt is atheist, that is, secular, and the rituals are
not religious because there is no reference to belief in the existence of supernatur-
al agents.20 These researchers, therefore, would not select such rituals as objects
of research. Nevertheless, this would not invalidate theories explaining them.

To summarise the argument: from a critical realist perspective, the aim of
theories is to contribute to our understanding of the intransitive reality. To do
this, we have to explain data that describe real things. Accordingly, the explanan-
dum is the data, and not the category we have in mind when selecting data that
demand an explanation. In the study of religion, the category of religion provides
theoretical perspectives to address particular data. Thus, there necessarily are
some theoretical assumptions before selecting the data, but these theoretical pre-
conceptions are devoid of explanatory power except for explaining themselves. It
is only after the objects to be explained have been described that theories explain-
ing them can be conceived. This is why data produced by historical and other
empirical research are the fundament without which substantial theories in the
study of religion cannot be built.

3.3 Blind Theories

As has been noted above, theoretical blindness is a pitfall that cannot be wholly
avoided because our perception of the intransitive reality is always shaped by
subjective factors, and theoretical assumptions are one of them. Margaret Archer
has discussed in detail the effects of ontological assumptions in the social
sciences on the production of data and accordingly on explanations (Archer
1995, 16–30). Instead of discussing the problem theoretically, I will briefly illus-
trate the consequences of different ontologies by the examples of naturalist indi-
vidualism and social holism.

If one subscribes to a narrow naturalist ontology that assumes that only ma-
terial objects can have material effects, “[i]t makes no sense to assume that a non-

19 Compare Schilbrack’s definition of religion as “forms of life predicated upon the reality of the
superempirical” (Schilbrack 2014, 135).
20 According tomost cognitive scientists of religion, belief in the existence of supernatural agents
is the core element of religion (cf. Boyer 2001). In the Chinese state rituals, the venerated ancestors
have no agency and therefore are not supernatural agents.
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material object, such as a ‘culture‘ or a ‘cultural scheme,’ could have material
effects” (Boyer 1994, 87). Accordingly, the idea of culture as something existing
independently of individual cognitions – which are thought to be physical pro-
cesses in the brains of individuals – is refuted (Boyer 2001, 35). On such supposi-
tions, possible explanations of material effects, for instance, performing or parti-
cipating in rituals, are restricted to cognitions of individuals and are blind for
immaterial and social factors such as obligations, rights, relations of power, and
social structures.

On the other hand, a holistic social ontology that in the Durkheimian sense
maintains the existence of social facts with coercive power over individual beha-
viour will tend to be blind for the agency of individuals and their power to change
the social reality. Accordingly, descriptions of social and cultural processes, as a
rule, will ignore individual decisions and creativity. Furthermore, explanations
will be restricted to social factors and exclude psychological or biological causes.

A favourable characterisation of theoretical blindness would be to admit that
a theory cannot explain everything. There are always some things that remain
ignored or unexplained by one theory but might be explained by another. The-
ories necessarily reduce the complexity of social reality. They do ignore facts that
are irrelevant. Obviously, what is relevant or not is theory-dependent. However, if
we only describe and select what according to our theories is worth being consid-
ered and explained, we arrive at a dead end. If we produce only data that are
relevant to our theory, we will end up with a very restricted description of the
social world. Moreover, the factors taken into account to provide explanations
likewise will be restricted to those that have been reckoned on before.

To ask questions that demand explanations admittedly is contingent upon
theoretical perspectives. However, it is equally conditioned by observations and
descriptions. Their importance in the process of theory formation in the study of
religion can be explained by comparing it with the development of the theory of
evolution in biology, which is the paradigm of a powerful theory in the life
sciences. Preceding Darwin’s theory of natural selection were decades and centu-
ries of collecting and describing plants, animals, and other natural objects. The
collections of the naturalists were not much concerned with theoretical questions,
but they were indispensable for developing classifications of and theories about
living organisms. Of course, observations and descriptions were not sufficient
conditions for the emergence of the theory of common descent of different spe-
cies; but they were necessary conditions. Without describing the variety of exist-
ing species, the question of their origin could not have been asked.

What I want to show is that theory formation without empirical data is not
possible, and often the produced data are prior to theories that make them re-
levant. New observations and their descriptions can put existing theories into
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question, or they can be a reason to ask new questions. In the study of religion,
descriptions are mostly provided by historical research. If one compares them
derogatorily to “butterfly collecting” (Slingerland and Bulbulia 2011, 323), one
ignores that without observing, collecting, and describing insects there would be
no scientific knowledge at all about them, let alone theories about the evolution
of their metamorphosis.

Since unexpected observations can trigger new questions, it is not a detri-
ment to the study of religion if historians provide descriptions that at first sight
seem to be irrelevant to any guiding theory. To illustrate this point, I refer to Jo-
hannes Prip-Møller’s description of Chinese Buddhist monasteries, a work utterly
devoid of any theoretical ambition but full of descriptions, sketches, and photo-
graphs. Among others, the author describes details of an ordination ceremony in
which a number of marks are branded into the top of the heads of the novices
(Prip-Møller 1937, 317–320). This practice of inflicting pain on the novices is
hardly mentioned elsewhere before and difficult to explain. However, once no-
ticed, it can guide us to look more closely at occurrences of infliction of pain in
rituals and attempt to understand and explain such behaviour. Moreover, it might
be a cause for paying more attention to bodily pain when theorising about reli-
gion.21

My point here is not that this case would be particularly important but rather
the fact that new theoretical questions can be obtained from observations and
descriptions that are not guided by theory; and that theories considering the ef-
fects of and causes for inflicting pain in religious contexts could not be conceived
without previous descriptions of existing practices. Without data produced by the
history of religions, theories in the study of religion cannot advance but only be
self-referential. They would be blind to the complexity of human behaviour, in-
cluding those forms that are characterised as religious.

4 Conclusion: Resolving the “Big Contradiction”
in the Study of Religion

I have argued that theory formation in the study of religion cannot proceed with-
out relying on research done in the history of religions. The argument rests on the

21 Decadesafter Prip-Møller’s description (and independently of it), painhas receivedattention in
research on religion: see for instance LaFleur (1998) and Asad (1993). A more general theoretical
explanation of the effects of pain in rituals of initiation is provided byWhitehouse (2004, 111–113).
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assumption that the study of religion is an empirical discipline and not just the
intellectual endeavour of thinking, talking, and writing about religion. I have in-
troduced basic concepts of Critical Realism as an approach in the philosophy of
science that I regard as helpful for clarifying some methodological problems sur-
facing in theoretical and metatheoretical discussions in the study of religion.

One of the metatheoretical problems has been described by Michael Bergun-
der as the “big contradiction” in the study of religion: on the one side, the disci-
pline usually is defined by its subject matter, which is religion; on the other hand,
during the more than hundred years after its inception, it proved to be impossible
to agree on a definition of religion. However, despite the failure in specifying what
the subject matter of the discipline is, the study of religion survived and is well
and alive (Bergunder 2012, 4 f.). In other words, the big contradiction is that the
existence of the study of religion is unaffected by the fact that its identity as an
academic discipline is defined by a subject matter that escapes definition. From
the perspective of Critical Realism, there is no need to worry about this apparent
contradiction.

If the study of religion is an empirical discipline, religion as the subject of its
discourses belongs to the transitive dimension of research. As discourses develop
and negotiate their subject, it is quite natural that there is a variety of propositions
about religion, including definitions, and it is to be expected that still more will be
proposed as long as the discipline that considers religion its subject matter exists.

The contradiction observed by Bergunder only occurs when we mistake the
subject of theoretical discourses for the object of empirical research. I call this the
phenomenological fallacy because a concept is transformed into a phenomenon,
which is supposed to be a thing that exists independently of the discourses that
conceptualise it. Only when religion as a theoretical concept is converted into a
phenomenon can we ask such questions as “What kind of thing is that phenom-
enon?” As I have shown, the answer necessarily produces tautological, that is,
“empty” theories that end up showing that the phenomenon meets the pre-con-
ceived conditions. Such theories inherently are immune against critique by em-
pirical arguments. This does not make them useless because they can stimulate
theoretical reflection and open new perspectives on the data; they just fail in ex-
plaining religion as the putative object of empirical research.

The objects of empirical research in the human sciences are human beings,
their behaviour and actions, and the totality of their material and immaterial pro-
ducts that have been created and accumulated throughout human history and
brought about the social world that exists today. This totality is not a congeries of
incoherent things but structured by relationships existing between them. To ex-
plain something basically means to put it into relation to other things. The sup-
posed relations may be causal, functional, genealogical, or whatever else a theory
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claims to be of significance for explaining the existence or properties of the ex-
planandum. The history of religion not only provides the data to be explained but
also data that can be used to find explanations by detecting how things are re-
lated to each other.

However, empirical research is not without presuppositions; it does not take
place in an epistemic vacuum but is guided by theoretical interests that precede it.
They prompt scholars to ask specific questions and study certain things rather
than others. In the study of religion, the interest is shaped by the concept of reli-
gion, which is the primary subject of its theoretical discourses. The ongoing dis-
cussions on religion provide scholars with a theoretical background that directs
the perspective of their empirical research. Diverse and changing understandings
of religion shape the theoretical perspectives, which engender different theoreti-
cal assumptions and questions.

Despite the heterogeneity of definitions and assumptions, when we adopt the
perspective of religion, it is likely that we will be more interested in the spread
and transformation of Buddhist institutions, practices, conceptions, and their so-
cietal effects than in the spread of rice cultivation, more in the investment of re-
sources to maintain a large priesthood than to maintain a large army. Looking at
social reality from the perspective of religion may reveal structures and relation-
ships that remain hidden from other perspectives, such as economics or politics.
We may try to understand the reasons and explain the causes why people use
stupendous resources to build and embellish temples and cathedrals or to per-
form extravagant rituals, why some are committed to endure hardship, and even
sacrifice their life for the sake of beliefs that are meaningless to most others. Many
other questions can be asked when we study social realities from the perspective
of religion. To find explanations answering them is a challenge worth the effort of
theorists in the study of religion, but none of the theories that might be proposed
will explain what kind of thing religion is. However, to ask such questions that
demand explanations and theories is only possible on the grounds of historical
research that produces the data that provoke them. Therefore, theory and histor-
ical research necessarily condition each other if the study of religion is conceived
of as an empirical discipline.
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