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The definition of religion has for a long time confounded the sociology of religion. The basic issue is
common to sociology as a whole and it concerns the problem of the cultural specificity of our basic
concepts. Our understanding of religion may have only small relevance to other societies. In part
because Christianity was in the nineteenth century associated, rightly or wrongly, with Western
colonialism, there is the suspicion that the definition of religion in the social sciences will be heavily
coloured by Christian assumptions. This issue comes out very clearly in Max Weber’s comparative
sociology of religion, in which, for example, it is not clear that Confucianism is a religion at all. Belief
in a High God* is largely absent from Asian religious cultures and Confucianism is perhaps best
regarded as a state ideology relating to social order and respect for authority. Similarly, Buddhism may
be understood as ‘the Righteous Way’ (Dharma) that develops meditation practices to regulate human
passions. Daoism is typically a system of beliefs and practices promoting health and longevity through
exercises such as breathing techniques. Syncretism is also a notable characteristic of China, especially
between Buddhism and Daoism, and hence these religious traditions often overlap and borrow from
each other. There was also a cultural division of functions in which Confucianism was important in
family concerns, Buddhism for funeral services and Daoism for psychological and health matters.

Weber and Durkheim had very different strategies in trying to define religion. Durkheim, in search
of a generic definition in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life ([1912] 2001), treated religion as
simply one aspect of a more general question of classification. For him, religion involved the
classification of phenomena into the sacred and profane, that is, things that are set aside and forbidden.
However, Durkheim was less concerned with beliefs and more interested as a sociologist in how
religious practices demarcate the classificatory boundaries and further how collective experiences
constituted communities. Scattered Australian aboriginal* groups are brought together periodically by
their common religious practices with the result that their sense of belonging is regularly re-invigorated
during episodes of collective emotional euphoria. Durkheim was concerned to understand religion as
such rather than the different manifestations of the sacred in world religions.

By contrast, in The Sociology of Religion Weber (1966) was probably less concerned with these
anthropological questions and more interested, from the perspective of historical and comparative
sociology, in how religious orientations contribute to general patterns of social change. His most
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famous work in the sociology of religion — The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (2002) —
was a study of the social and economic role of the Protestant sects in the rise of rational capitalism.
Consequently Weber was interested in the study of religions in all of their complexity and diversity in
the comparative study of human civilisations. Whereas Durkheim had begun his work on aboriginal
religion with a long and complicated analysis of the sacred, with the scientific goal of providing a
generic definition of religion, Weber argued that a satisfactory definition of religion could only be
attempted as the conclusion to scholarly research.

* a High God = fH

* aboriginal EERD

({84 : Religion and Modern Society Citizenship, Secularisation and the State by Bryan S. Turner,
Cambridge University Press, 2011, Reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLSclear.)
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