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Si on fait appel au chamane, cette ouverture si-
gnifie-t-elle qu’il y aurait des pathologies non clas-
siques, des pathologies mentales qui sortent des cas 
bien répertoriés ? Il semble donc judicieux que cet 
apport alternatif entre dans la culture thérapeutique 
de tous les pays.
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Why Is a Presuppositionless  
and in This Sense Objective  
Study of Religion Impossible?

Andrzej Bronk

1	 Preliminary Remarks

a)  I am interested in the question of how to com-
bine in the study of religion the fact that all under-
standing is essentially laden with prejudgment with 
the postulate of the objectivism of knowledge. In 
philosophy and the sciences the requirement that 
knowledge be free of presuppositions dates back to 
Plato (Hühn 2001). Today many philosophical cur-
rents, like phenomenology and neopositivism in the 
20th century, aspire to an absolute point of depar-
ture for cognition which would guarantee the ob-
jectivity and certainty of scientific statements and 
theories.

b)  By the term “study of religion” (religion 
study, religious studies, science(s) of religion, religi-
ology) I mean empirical (humanistic) research into 
religion (studies of religion in the narrower sense) 
together with philosophy of religion and theology of 
religion (studies of religion in the broadest sense). 
I reflect on the charge, typical for all humanities, 
that the inevitable presence of assumptions at the 
point of departure means that the study of religion 
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cannot afford an objective study of religious phe-
nomena in a sense similar to the objectivity in em-
pirical (natural) sciences. This charge says also that 
the religionist (religion scholar), being guided by 
certain cultural (Eurocentric), religious (Christian-
centric), or ideological interests in interpreting re-
ligious phenomena, of necessity makes a distorting 
reduction of, firstly, religious phenomena to irreli-
gious and, secondly, of phenomena from one (extra-
European) area to phenomena in the range of his 
own (European) culture.

c)  The presuppositions (assumptions) present at 
the stages of gathering empirical data, interpreting 
that data and understanding and building a synthesis 
in the form of a generalizing theory, are, among oth-
ers: 1) the common sense, religious, moral, and po-
litical beliefs held by the religious studies’ specialist 
by virtue of custom or authority; 2) the researcher’s 
desires, feelings, and emotional and volitionary atti-
tudes; 3) research preferences and ways of assessing 
phenomena; 4) theoretical presuppositions serving 
as an interpreting factor for empirical data which 
are of a purely speculative character since they do 
not come from experience, for example, a  priori 
notions or other mental constructions. In what fol-
lows, however, by presuppositions I mean, above 
all, propositions (statements) assumed to be prima 
facie true by the scholar and which can be tested 
only secondarily. Contemporary philosophy of sci-
ence mentions some important functions of presup-
positions in science: in particular the heuristic func-
tion in posing questions and advancing hypotheses 
and the systematic function in explaining the stated 
phenomena and justifying statements. 

2	 The Study of Religion and  
the Problem of Objectivity

Ensuring the objectivity of scientific research into 
religious phenomena and of the results achieved 
was a major concern of all scholars from the ear-
ly days of the study of religion in the 19th century. 
Since the first chairs of religion studies came into 
being mainly in (Protestant) theology faculties or 
in the place of chairs of theology, the objectivity of 
religious studies was understood at first mainly as 
liberation from the theological notions and theses of 
Christian theology. Success was only partial. 

Although the need for an objective approach to 
the subject matter was often and ostentatiously pro-
claimed, particularly by atheist scholars, the deeply 
personal and ideological engagement of research-
ers – both declared believers and nonbelievers – is 
visible from the very beginning. In particular, in the 

case of the truth of religion generally or of an indi-
vidual religion, we can see nearly empirically how 
personal religious involvement – i.e., the scholar’s 
acceptance or rejection of the existence of a tran-
scendent dimension of the examined phenomena – 
had great influence on the results of the investi
gation.

From the beginning there was a tendency to har-
ness the results of the study of religion to theses 
outside their proper scientific area. The problem in 
question is the well-known conflict associated with 
the simultaneous realization by a science of cogni-
tive, ethical, and pragmatic values. The history of 
religion studies provides many examples of the ide-
ological and instrumental involvement of scholars 
seeking in the study of religion a tool either for the 
criticism of religion, or for the defense of the truth 
of his or her own religion or of religion in general. 
For example, researchers of the religion of primitive 
peoples expected, in the spirit of evolutionism, that 
their findings “would be a mortal blow to Christi-
anity. They thought that if they managed to explain 
‘primitive religion’ as a kind of intellectual aberra-
tion and illusion resulting from emotional stress or 
the given religion’s social functions, it would also 
be possible to challenge and reject higher forms of 
religion” (Evans-Pritchard 1969: ​15). Some variet-
ies of the psychology of religion (Freudianism) also 
turned out to be destructive for the religious attitude. 
The opposite also occurred, when the study of reli-
gion (W. Schmidt) pointed out the in some respects 
exceptional cultural and social position of a specific 
religion or religion in general.

It is obvious that the theological, philosophical,  
and generally ideological presuppositions of the 
scholar of religion can exert and indeed many times 
have exerted influence on the way religious phe-
nomena are seen and examined. This influence was 
positive when it led to a better (clearer) perception 
of phenomena which atheist scholars of religion 
could not see. It was negative when it led to a dis-
torted view of religion. Atheist scholars of religion 
are sometimes accused of a lack of sensitivity to the 
specificity of religious phenomena and, therefore, of 
being unable to recognize them accurately, regard-
less of the sophistication of their research methods, 
particularly when confronted with the religious ex-
perience of people who regard the transcendent mo-
ment of religion as real. Agnostic scholars of reli-
gion, in turn, accuse theistic specialists of having 
ready replies about religious phenomena before they 
have asked the proper questions and carried out the 
required research.

The charge of essentially prejudging the issues 
and being ideological partial and, therefore, unob-
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jective and unscientific has been levelled mainly by 
atheist scholars against scholars privately in favor of 
a religious attitude. This accusation was valid in the 
case of some scholars who – even if now and then 
permeated with the best intentions to defend the 
cultural or absolute values of religion – interpreted 
phenomena one-sidedly in favor of theism. What is 
psychologically interesting is the fact that the ag-
nostic (secular) scholars of religion were themselves 
deeply convinced of the freedom of their own views 
from nonscientific assumptions, as if the atheist at-
titude somehow automatically, so to speak, guaran-
teed objectivity and being scientific.

3	 The Ideal of Objectivity

From an epistemological point of view a proposi-
tion (statement) is considered objective if its truth 
does not depend on the subject or culture that pro-
nounces it. It is important (Kuhn 1985; Rorty 1995) 
to distinguish two notions of objectivity: a) an “ob-
jective” one – as the acceptance of a proposition 
which represents things as they indeed are; thus ob-
jectivity here means realism. Determining what re-
ally exists is the goal of metaphysics (if it is regard-
ed as a credible type of knowledge) and of empirical 
sciences (as all kind of positivists see it). The real 
existence of an object, phenomenon, or state of af-
fairs is established as a result of a kind of sensory 
contact with reality, which presents the phenomena 
to the mind as they indeed are; b) as intersubjectiv-
ity – the acceptance of certain statement as a result 
of the agreement of rational discussants, who ap-
prove them as true, when no rational reason to fur-
ther doubt them exists. 

Religion studies initially owed its ideal of objec-
tivity as presupposition-free cognition (the “from 
the outside” approach) to the 19th-century positivist 
and scientistic concept of science, which was shaped 
on the model of the natural sciences. According to 
this conception, the Enlightenment’s notion of sci-
ence and the Christian religion are seen as two com-
peting forces, each in its own way promising human 
beings a kind of “salvation.” It was also accepted 
that only the academic (scientific) approach, and 
more precisely that of the natural sciences, ensured 
a neutral and hence – it was thought – supracultural 
point of view, unavailable to theology and philoso-
phy, for example. 

According to the projected ideal of knowledge it 
was demanded, above all, that the studies of religion 
intentionally refrain from any theological and philo
sophical statements. Its methodological autonomy 
was understood in the sense that it should not pre-

suppose any propositions from religion (theology) 
or philosophy. Those who regarded the theological 
approach as purely religious and hence unscientific 
espoused the otherwise methodologically sound 
principle of not taking one religion (here: Christi-
anity) as a measure of all other religions. Only a 
stance “from the outside,” free from all cognitive 
presuppositions, can allow a proper, i.e., objective, 
cognition of religious phenomena.

In the 20th century, the demand that research 
into religion be free from presuppositions was made  
according to the motto of “scientific objectivism”  
(Rescher 1997), this time conditioning it to the 
methods and techniques of social science research, 
mainly psychology and sociology. Logical empir-
icists, as well as phenomenologists like Husserl 
(2012), were nearly unanimous in saying that the 
cognitive subject – at least in the initial stages of 
investigation, seen as the basis of scientific knowl-
edge – should be neutral (“pure”), i.e., free from all 
cognitive and noncognitive prejudices and open to 
the purely passive perception of the phenomena ex-
amined. For the sake of methodological objectivity, 
especially in its standard version (Walczak 2006), 
they accepted that objective (reliable) knowledge 
could only come from an impartial (here: religious-
ly disengaged) researcher with no presuppositions. 
This is because the aim of the scholar is not a con-
struction of the world but the discovery of “reality in 
itself,” and this occurs when the scholar takes cogni-
zance passively, neutralizing in this way all noncog-
nitive and nonrational factors (which were assumed 
to distort reality), mainly in the form of beliefs, pe-
joratively labelled superstitions (prejudice) in the 
Enlightenment tradition and more positively called 
Vorurteil in philosophical hermeneutics. 

In order to ensure objectivity in the study of reli-
gious phenomena, 20th-century philosophers of sci-
ences of religion proposed the pursuit of an attitude 
of “methodological atheism” (Rudolph 1984) or of 
“methodological agnosticism” (Berger 1997) in re-
spect to the transcendent, supernatural dimension of 
religion: here the mind admits that it is not able to 
resolve the truth or the falseness of religious state-
ments (Grabner-Haider 1993: ​204). Smart (1973: ​
57), who also recommends that religious phenom-
ena be studied from the position of methodological 
agnosticism – the suspension by the researcher of 
his or her own judgment (opinion) about the exis-
tence or nonexistence of God as a condition of ob-
jective research – later notes, however, that in the 
investigation of religion the presence of the idea of 
God in human experience and beliefs must be some-
how taken into account (Smart 1984: ​374). 
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4	 The Contemporary Situation

The thus outlined extreme concept of objectivity 
along the Aristotelian-Lockean lines of the tabula 
rasa, i.e., of the mind filled up with purely experi-
ential data, cannot be put into practice, as it turned 
out, even in the natural sciences. The opposing view 
states that an involved mind learns better than one 
free from all assumptions because, among other 
things, it has a greater sensitivity to the phenom-
ena being examined. The process of experience is 
never completely free from any theoretical elements 
because it is they that decide the course of obser-
vation and the way the collected empirical data is 
interpreted in the construction of a scientific theo-
ry. Critics of the neutralized concept of objectivity 
call it the “spectator theory of knowledge” (Dewey 
1938; Dewey and Bentley 1949), the “copy theory 
of language” (Quine 1970), the “myth of the given” 
(Sellars 1963), and the “view from nowhere” (Na-
gel 1986). They (e.g., Rorty 1995) accuse its adher-
ents of incorrectly viewing the mind as a mirror re-
flecting faithfully the world as it “really” is. Kuhn 
(1985: ​448 ff.) emphasizes (in the vein of Peirce 
1940) the decisive function of a competent scientif-
ic community (“community of inquirers”) in evalu-
ating, testing, and justifying scientific theories.

As philosophical hermeneutics states, the “prin-
ciple of the empty head,” if carried to its radical ex-
treme – here, meaning not using the understanding 
of one’s own culture in order to understand other re-
ligions (cultures) – would in practice mean that peo-
ple from one culture (religion) would not be able to 
understand people from another culture (religion). 
In Gadamer’s view (1960), every understanding is 
relative to the horizon of some culture, usually that 
of the subject, and constitutes a natural point of ref-
erence for understanding the world. A total neutral-
ization of this preliminary understanding, which is 
associated with evaluation, is not only impossible 
but harmful, since it makes any understanding and 
agreement impossible. This is because the truth of 
any statement is always stated on the basis of some 
pre-understanding (Bronk 1988).

Methodological (and social) constructivism – the 
epistemological position that assumes cognition is 
simultaneously construction of the described real-
ity – also treats “scientific facts” as theoretical con-
structs that are the result of what, on the one hand, 
the subject and, on the other hand, the examined 
phenomenon bring to the cognition of the “objec-
tive” world. From the constructivist perspective 
“scientific facts” are the product of a scientific the-
ory and as scientific theories change, so too do the 
“facts.” Therefore, what is called a “scientific fact” 

is a “reality” already interpreted at the stage of sci-
entific observation and description, since these ac-
tivities are from the beginning determined by the 
conceptual apparatus applied. From this perspective 
culture – and along with it religion – appears as a 
world of intentional constructs (beings) created – 
i.e., called into existence – by man, though their 
continued existence is no longer connected “with 
individual subjects” (Karpiński 2006: ​41). 

Cultural (scientific) facts can be simple or com-
plex. Religion as a cultural fact belongs to complex 
facts that extend over time and space, i.e., embrace 
different ages and geographically dispersed areas. 
Although it is possible to attribute to science the 
task of establishing the facts, science does not do 
so once and for all, as continued cognitive processes 
can lead to the rejection of an earlier accepted sci-
entific theory and thus to the rejection of the facts 
it stated and explained. Therefore, Einstein could 
claim that (objective) truth in science means what-
ever stands the test of time.

Expressions of the objective, scientific attitude as 
it is represented today in the philosophy of science, 
include the following: the combined requirements 
of rationality – the demand that a reason (cause) 
be given for every statement – and of methodologi-
cal objectivity – the demand that statements be in-
tersubjectively meaningful and verifiable by every 
rational subject (scholar). Therefore, anti-founda
tional contemporary philosophy replaces the notion 
of a “source of proof” with the notion of a consen-
sus in respect to what we recognize as evidence. 
Seen this way, objectivity is not faithfulness to 
something that is not human; it is intersubjectivity 
(Rorty 1995: ​21). 

5	 The Case of Marxist Studies of Religion

An interesting case of a strange understanding of 
objectivity in the study of religion (and a kind of 
“methodological schizophrenia”) is the Polish (and 
more widely the so-called Soviet bloc’s) approach to 
religion by Marxist scholars, who, on the one hand, 
launched a program of studying religion without 
presuppositions and at the same time admitted that 
they were basing their research into religious phe-
nomena on the philosophical assumptions of Marx-
ist ontology, epistemology, and axiology. According 
to their approach, religion studies should be a secu-
lar science, independent of theology and apologetic 
tendencies. However, at the same time it should be 
an empirical and historical science which does not 
exclude evaluations and value judgments and whose 
theoretical structure is determined by the catego-
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ries of dialectical and historical materialism (Keller 
1988). It is clearly ideological when, e.g., Karpiński 
and Nowaczyk (1988: ​42) state that the theoretical 
foundations of Marxist studies of religion – found in 
works by Marx, Engels, Lenin, and other outstand-
ing theoreticians of dialectical and historical mate-
rialism – give a precise and correct interpretation of 
religion, formulate the principal methodological di-
rectives for the study of religion, and determine the 
conditions of the theoretical-methodological struc-
ture of a theory of religion.

And so after the Second World War for almost 
fifty years religion studies in Poland were used as 
a tool to shape people’s worldview and “socialist 
awareness.” They were used in an ideological fight 
and as political power in the clash “of opposing 
worldviews: one idealistic in its Catholic form and 
the other materialist, associated with a socialist sys-
tem of values and based on Marxist philosophy” 
(Keller 1988: ​7). As the result of a simply irratio-
nal dislike of religion scholars, who were believers, 
Marxist scholars of religion distinguished between 
secular and confessional study of religion, a distinc-
tion unusual outside countries of the former Soviet 
bloc. So it was with exaggerated optimism, there-
fore, that the “Polish Religious Studies Society” – 
which had after all in the socialist reality to fulfil a 
de facto atheisizing function – described itself as the 
first scientific society of this type in Poland, gather-
ing scientists “interested in an objective, non-con-
fessional study of religion in all its historical and 
systematic aspects” (Tyloch 1990: ​7). 

6	 Eurocentrism and Christian-Centrism  
in Religion Studies

The charge of Eurocentrism sometimes comes up 
in the context of discussions on the objectivity of 
the classical study of religion in the past. The de-
scription and explanation of non-European religious 
phenomena in terms of categories developed on the 
ground of European culture and the Christian reli-
gion is seen as an expression of Eurocentrism. It 
concerns the well-known principle of interpretatio 
Graeca or interpretatio Romana – that is, of charac-
terizing and interpreting new religious phenomena 
(here of the ancient world) and of foreign numina 
with the names of familiar gods (here: Greek or Ro-
man) (Lanczkowski 1978: ​2). What is criticized is 
the fact that the conceptual apparatus used by Eu-
ropean specialists in the study of religion does not 
have a truly universal character as it is tied up with 
European and Christian understandings of religion 
and culture (Oosten 1985: ​235).

Indeed, studies of religion originating in Chris-
tian theology and philosophy somehow naturally 
took over the Christian understanding of religion. 
Many notions used by scholars of religion were 
coined directly on the basis of Christianity, especial-
ly of Protestantism. Others have their beginning in 
Enlightenment understandings of religion (Sharpe 
1987: ​85). When the religious ideas and beliefs of 
non-European religions were studied, they were 
somehow automatically interpreted in European and 
Christian categories. The never-ending discussions 
of the presence of the term and the concept of re-
ligion in non-European cultures are an example of 
the problems caused by applying European notions. 
This is essentially the question of whether religion, 
as it is generally understood in European studies 
of religion, is really such a cultural universal as is 
mostly held (“maybe there are cultures which do not 
know or have religion?”)

The aim of ensuring a knowledge, that is at least 
“relatively” objective (Wach 1962: ​39) in the hu-
manities, philosophy, and theology, will always be 
more difficult than in the natural sciences and will 
be attained differently. Among other reasons, this is 
because the results of humanities research are in a 
closer relationship with the general intellectual, po-
litical, and cultural development of the society in 
which the scholar lives. Thus, greater methodologi-
cal control and discipline will always be needed in 
those sciences, in order to compensate for the de-
ficiency of empirical (observational) knowledge. A 
greater logical culture is also necessary in situations 
when – sensitive to predominant paradigms (today: 
postmodernist or cognitivist) and other intellectu-
al “fashions” – the humanities (and studies of reli-
gion) are easily influenced by different ideologies 
(e.g., of “political correctness”) and by the multiple 
pressures coming from political and financial deci-
sion-makers. 

7	 The Definition of Religion as a Criterion

Attempts to define religion clearly show the difficul-
ties associated with the demand that there be no pre-
suppositions. No scholar of religion can work with-
out presuppositions at the point of departure even 
if only because he/she must determine the scope 
(field) of research. Religious data are not collect-
ed mechanically and universal religious theories 
do not come into being as the result of straightfor-
ward, generalizing induction, but among others in 
the light of earlier hypotheses and interpreting cat-
egories. Furthermore, without a preliminary deter-
mination (understanding) of religious phenomena 
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the religious studies specialist will not be able to 
distinguish religious phenomena from nonreligious 
(irreligious), para-, crypto-, or pseudo-religious 
phenomena. Nor will he/she be able to distinguish 
phenomena that for functional reasons (for exam-
ple) are regarded as religion, but in fact are not. 
Thus, atheist scholars evidently failed to notice re-
ligious phenomena that other researchers could see 
clearly. In addition, they accused the latter of see-
ing what they wanted to see. Alas, since the sacrum-
profanum distinction has a cultural and conventional 
character, the borders between both will never be 
sharp. In religious experience (and observation) the 
scholar’s own personality also takes the floor since 
he/she has many connections with his/her epoch, 
dominating ideology, own social class, and current-
ly propagated views. This all means, therefore, that 
he/she will also not be able to attain complete im-
partiality and in this sense will be unable to pure-
ly objectively evaluate empirical material gathered 
(Sharpe 1987: ​84).

When undertaking research, therefore, the schol-
ar of religion must know in advance what he/she ac-
tually wants to study and where to search for data 
constituting an answer to his/her questions. He/she 
draws this early (and hence a  priori) knowledge 
from informal contemporary knowledge, from his/
her education to date, and from the environment in 
which he/she works (Lebenswelt). Every culture 
brings with itself a determined – evaluative – view 
of religion and so equips the scholar with ready-
made schemes for understanding religious phe-
nomena (Sharpe 1987: ​85). This knowledge finds 
its expression in the assumptions about the object 
examined and the hypotheses that further research 
will confirm or deny. Though this knowledge may 
be paltry and indistinctive, true or false, it orients 
the research and even decides its results in advance. 
On this provisional definition of religion (religious 
phenomena) depends initially not only what will 
be researched and how, but also the meaning of all 
the terms used. In the course of inquiry this initial 
definition should become more and more precise 
and knowledge about the studied subject richer and 
richer, leading to the confirmation or rejection of 
the primary assumptions about the researched phe
nomenon.

8	 Accusations of Relativism and Reductionism

Accusations are made by – among others – phenom-
enologists of religion that religious phenomena and 
religion itself are relativized in the context of the 
presence of prejudgments in empirical research into 

religion. Critics see relativizing tendencies where 
the study of religion, failing to perceive the unique-
ness of religious phenomena, treats religion as just 
one of many phenomena that together make up the 
cultural wealth of mankind. Also, for the reader of 
books on religious studies the information that his 
confessed and practiced religion is culturally neither 
the only nor the most important one can be a nega-
tive experience. Similarly it is so when scholars of 
religion describe and explain the student’s own re-
ligion (Christianity), which for many reasons is a 
superior and ultimate value for him/her, as one of 
many cultural phenomena.

Alike accusation, of reductionism, states that 
the academic approach to religion reduces or even 
omits what is for every religion essential, namely its 
transcendent and supernatural dimension. Theories 
of religion which omit the truth aspect of religion as 
well as definitions that do not take into account the 
assumed specificity of religious phenomena or ne-
gate it directly are regarded as reductive. The exis-
tential and truth dimension of religion negates, for 
example, the “methodological atheism” postulat-
ed for the sake of the ideal of scientism. As can be 
seen, the accusation of reductionism assumes that 
religious phenomena are such a specific object of 
the inquiry that the methods of empirical sciences 
(psychology, sociology, anthropology, or history of 
religion) are inadequate for apprehending their on-
tological peculiarity (Penner 1984: ​176 ff.). 

The methodology of sciences defines two con-
nected kinds of reductionism: the ontological and the 
epistemological. The first refers to levels (spheres,  
fields) of reality; the second to ways of explaining 
them. Let us first say that every scientific procedure 
is in some way relativistic (relativizing) and reduc-
tive because it is limited (fragmentary and aspec-
tual), choosing its objects out of the entirety of other 
phenomena and analyzing them from a certain, se-
lected point of view. It is also in the nature of em-
pirical investigation that in trying to understand a 
complex phenomenon, the researcher has to appeal 
to its internal structure and to the properties of its 
components, accepting that phenomena on the low-
er levels, regarded as more basic, explain the prop-
erties (epiphenomena) of phenomena on higher lev-
els. However, the accusation of reductionism can 
be justified in the case of those scholars, who – ex-
trapolating ideologically from their results – state, 
for example, on the grounds of empirical sciences 
that the methods they apply exhaust the whole of the 
examined religious phenomenon and that nothing 
exists apart from what was established in this way. 
And so we have a fundamental question: can a reli-
gion scholar simply globally deny the existence of 
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moments of religious phenomena other than those 
accessible to his empirical research without ventur-
ing beyond – in a methodologically unauthorized 
process – the limits and possibilities of empirical 
science? I leave this question open for a possible 
discussion.

9	 Tentative Conclusions 

Even if the earlier comments do not remove all 
doubts about the presence of prejudgments and the 
objectivity of the study of religion, it is worth mak-
ing some essential concluding remarks.

(1)  It is the obligation of the student of religion 
to neutralize through research the possibly distort-
ing influence of assumption on the view of religion. 
On the other hand, to have an absolutely objec-
tive standard of understanding (knowledge) which 
would and could serve as a neutral point of refer-
ence for all scholars of religion seems unrealistic.

In the humanities generally, which deal with 
the “spiritual” – the axiological and normative di-
mension of man and his products (culture) – a total 
philosophical and ideological neutrality is for many 
reasons impossible, if only because humanist facts 
usually have determinants incomparable to “neu-
tral” facts in the (natural) sciences (Kamiński 1992: ​
297). The declared freedom from presuppositions of 
the phenomenology of religion has a specific char-
acter, as do such approaches (e.g., Wach 1962) that 
see the empathizing Einfühlen of the scholar with 
the examined phenomena as a necessary precondi-
tion of understanding religious phenomena. Addi-
tionally, the situation is complicated by the fact that 
in different religious disciplines we have to do with 
different standards of objectivity. Objectivity is dif-
ferent in empirical studies of religion, philosophy of 
religion, and theology of religion.

(2)  In the past, scholars of religion who had 
formed their beliefs about religion under the influ-
ence of religion and theology were accused of pre-
judging matters and hence being unscientific. It is 
of course problematic to accept as legitimate the ex-
istence of either a theistic or an atheist study of re-
ligion, because this would threaten the very nature 
of the science as a cognitive, rational, and socially 
institutionalized endeavor, which seeks to arrive at 
an intersubjectively controlled truth about religious 
phenomena. In doing science – describing and ex-
plaining phenomena – every kind of religious be-
havior, whether from purely religious or ideological 
motives, is improper. 

At most there are scholars who admit privately to 
having access to a certain kind of religion (as oth-

ers have an agnostic or atheistic attitude) and who 
perhaps find inspiration (a heuristic dimension) for 
their studies in (their own) religion. But to omit the 
immanent contents and the transcendent value of 
revealed religions in the very study belongs some-
how to the very nature of empirical sciences, which 
do not have after all any experimental access to the 
supernatural.

(3)  Accusing a religion scholar of practizing 
confessional (religious) study of religion because 
in private life he/she declares himself/herself to be 
a believer is fundamentally groundless. Personal in-
volvement in matters of religion does not automati-
cally rule out an objective study of religion. Similar-
ly, being an atheist does not automatically guarantee 
a more objective – i.e., free from any presupposi-
tions – approach to religious phenomena. We know 
already that so-called scientific objectivity is also 
guided by its own interests (Habermas 1973). 

(4)  As long as religious phenomena are studied 
as a factor of social life, it does not make much dif-
ference whether the scholar of religion is a theist or 
an atheist, because both should be guided by cogni-
tive interests and take into account only what they 
see (observe). But although religion is a part of so-
cial life for both, for the believer it can have an ad-
ditional dimension. When, however, believers and 
nonbelievers try to go beyond mere observation, 
each of them will probably go a different way. The 
atheist researcher will likely look for a biological, 
psychological, or sociological theory of religion to 
explain the – in his view – illusions associated with 
the religious worldview. The believer will try to un-
derstand how and why people imagine the (tran-
scendent) reality of religion in one way rather than 
another (Evans-Pritchard 1969: ​121). 

(5)  There are no serious reasons why it should 
not be possible to investigate according to gener-
al standards of objectivity – accepted by a certain 
community of inquirers – religious traditions other 
than one’s own (Wiebe 1981: ​2). This is because the 
problem is not the making of certain assumptions at 
the point of departure, but rather – as was said – the 
neutralizing of their influence where they can in-
terfere with an objective view of the observed reli-
gious phenomena. The key is to preserve from the 
very beginning an open attitude, i.e., not to establish 
the results in advance and so to act critically, taking 
into account among other things the possibility that 
further research may force scholars to change earlier 
accepted substantial or methodological assumptions 
and force a correction of earlier results. 

(6)  Since the study of religious phenomena usu-
ally goes hand in hand with a personal and deep 
engagement on the part of both researchers and 
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readers of their works – as nobody works in an axi-
ological vacuum –, to demand a totally nonpreju-
diced and hence simply objective approach to reli-
gion is naive (Stolz 1988: ​39). The scholar always 
remains more or less consciously a member of a 
complex manifold, called culture, in which he/she 
is brought up and in which his/her own research tra-
dition is deeply rooted. It is possible, however, to 
agree with the opinion of Smart (1973: ​158) that the 
study of religion per se must at the point of depar-
ture neither presuppose nor negate the existence of a 
supernatural object of religion (an Absolute, a God), 
i.e., it does not have to be connected with either a 
fideistic or atheistic (gnostic) attitude.

(7)  If a heuristic and hypothetical function is as-
signed to those assumptions of the scholar that he/
she owes to his/her culture and education, the ac-
cusation of Eurocentrism and Christian-centrism 
loses its force. Within his/her culture the scholar 
encounters religious phenomena and signs of reli-
giosity at almost every step. In addition, he/she gen-
erally understands them thanks to the understanding 
of religion (and culture) which he/she moulded for 
himself/herself during his/her earlier, more or less 
intense contacts with the sphere of the sacred. Cul-
ture (Western) also provides him/her with common 
ideas about the origin, the nature, and the many roles 
(functions) of religion. This informal knowledge is 
mostly unsystematic, weakly justified, and some-
times contradictory or even false. Here is a space 
for the many and different studies of religion and 
their search for objective, i.e., a systematized and 
well justified knowledge about religious phenom-
ena, even though this can be a very difficult task.

(8)  Since something like absolute objectivity in 
the study of religion seems impossible – for what 
exactly would it mean after all? – the role of meth-
odological discussions as a meeting point for di-
verse, competing views is important (Sharpe 1987: ​
84). The presence of prejudgments, characteristic 
of humanist theories, demands that theories of reli-
gion propagated on the basis of religious disciplines 
be examined with a critical eye. Any discussions of 
their cognitive value should go to the very philo-
sophical basis. Taking into account only one aspect 
of religion or, even worse, negating the existence of 
other aspects, must as a rule lead to a narrowed or 
even false image of religion in general or of the re-
ligion discussed.

(9)  As a practical rule it should be accepted that 
the duty of the scholar is to overcome the narrowing 
particularism of his initial point of view. How far 
he/she succeeds in overcoming his/her own culture 
and its ways of seeing religion depends on, among 
other things, the degree to which he/she surrenders 

his/her opinions to the judgement of other scien-
tists to give them an intersubjective sense and veri-
fiability. He/she should realize that one of the con-
ditions for an appropriate (increasingly objective) 
view of religious phenomena is the taking into ac-
count of the restrictions of one’s own perspective 
(Oosten 1985: ​232): a skilled suppression of one’s 
own aversions (atheist scholars) or defensive mech-
anisms (believers).

(10)  In the discussion of the ways of objectiviz-
ing assumptions in the study of religion it is worth 
keeping in mind the unity of human nature – ac-
cepted by many philosophers – and to see the struc-
ture of the human mind, common to all people, as 
a basis for a common, intersubjective view of the 
world (Koj 1993: ​55). It is human nature that is re-
sponsible for the diversity of cultural artefacts and 
the plasticity of human behavior in the field of re-
ligion. It is possible to accept (as a presupposition) 
that the purpose of the study of religion(s) is to look 
for cultural and religious universals which exist be-
cause the different modifications (versions) of cul-
ture share a basis in the form of a single dynam-
ic human nature, not understood just biologically 
or even culturally but metaphysically. This way the 
differences between cultures and religions can be 
explained by referring to differences in the specific 
historical, social, political, cultural, and economic 
conditions (Carrithers 1994: ​15 ff.).
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