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What is Religion ?
—Reflection on the Methodology of “ Religious Concept”
ZHANG Zhi-gang

(Deartment of Philosophy, Pdcing University, Beijing 10087L China)

Abstract: As a basic concept in religious studies, it is fundamental to define what “religion” is. This paper intends
to examine this concept over the century-long history in this new field by reconsidering how major figures in this field
define this concepts including F. Max Miiller, the founder of this field, Edward B. Tylor, Emile Durkheim, and
William James, the inaugurators of its three major branches, as well as some later prominent scholars like Bronislaw
K. Malinowski, Wilfred C. Smith, Ninian Smart, Willian Alston, Paul Tillich, and John Hick. We could see the
methodology and intellectual history of religious studies thwugh the lens of this concept. The history of religious
studies is also a history of renewing and perfecting the concept of religion. In order to contribute to solving
international conflicts and building a harmonious world, We should begin with basic theories. On one hand, we
should critically learn from recent findings in the study of this concept; on the other hand, we should also explore
the rich intellectual resources of China. to construct a concept of religion and the wrresponding methodology with
Chinese characteristics.

Key words: the concept of religion; “what is religion” as a basic concept and basic question; methodological
concept; the history of religious studies



