Can any belief be a ‘religious’ belief?

This essay argues that, under both substantive and functional definitions, not all beliefs can be
religious, given the difference between sharing similarities to a religious belief or functioning
religiously and truly, involuntarily believing religiously. First, this essay will analyze different
interpretations of religious beliefs and thus infer conclusions about their nature; second, under
the premise that all religious interpretations are correct in their own perspective, and given that
religious understanding is inherently subjective, the essay will advance the theory of
“involuntarism”, using religion’s loosest definition (functionalist) to prove that, even then, not

any belief can be a “religious” belief.

Because a religion is fundamentally defined as a deeply held conviction or idea tied to a faith,
usually involving supernatural, spiritual, or divine aspects, differing interpretations and debates
about what really constitutes a religious belief have all offered distinct methods of understanding
what really is a religion and the act of believing. Substantive vs. functional theories represent the
main disagreement.' Substantive definitions specify the need for supernatural, divine content
present within the belief,” such as the reference of a deity, or that the believer practices and
understands the religion. Edward Tylor, in Primitive Culture (1871), minimally referred to
religion as “belief in spiritual beings.” Functional definitions, however, emphasize the effect of
religion through the lens of faith, hope, and moral understanding, therefore defining a religious

belief as anything that can bring those psychological effects consciously to the believer.

By the substantive definition, atheists show that not every belief can become religious for a given
person, since withholding assent to divine content makes it impossible for that content to be
believed religiously. An atheist may understand the proposition that God exists as fully as any
believer—often more so—and still not accept it as true; comprehension is not assent. However,

they can possess normal beliefs that achieve the same effect as “religious” ones. They can ponder

! Daniel L. Pals, Nine Theories of Religion, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).
https://archive.org/details/ninetheoriesofreligion2015pals

2 Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and Its
Relation to the Rational, trans. John W. Harvey (London: Oxford University Press, 1923).

3 Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art,
and Custom, 2 vols. (London: John Murray, 1871). https://www.britannica.com/topic/Primitive-Culture-by-Tylor


https://archive.org/details/ideaofholyinquir0000otto_k1y1
https://archive.org/details/ideaofholyinquir0000otto_k1y1
https://archive.org/details/ninetheoriesofreligion2015pals
https://archive.org/details/ninetheoriesofreligion2015pals

the Christian God, Adam and Eve, and philosophical thoughts on morality that offer the same
consolatory and guiding effects as “religious” thoughts.* This raises the notion of functional
interpretations that do not strictly require a divine subject. Emile Durkheim, in The Elementary
Forms of Religious Life (1912), argued that religion is defined by the distinction between the
profane and sacred, thus interpreting a religious belief as needing to concern something as
sacred.” William James, one of the leading philosophical and psychological thinkers of the
twentieth century, stated in The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) that “Religion... shall
mean the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they
apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine.”® Thus, by
these means, any belief can become religious when considering its effect on the human if
properly embodied; any thought can have the qualities of being supernatural, spiritual, or divine,
and hence “religious” when considered from different angles. Even beliefs that seem normal and
insignificant can be morally elevated when understood through the contexts of humanity,
existence, and character, despite lacking fundamental religious characteristics such as the
reference of a divine subject. Paul Tillich, one of the most influential theologians in the twentieth
century, interpreted this as idolatry, a religious category’—stating that faith is “the state of being
ultimately concerned,”® and whatever concerns the believer ultimately functions as their god. If
the fundamental purpose of religion is what defines it, then any belief that helps individuals
process existential questions, alleviate anxiety about the unknown, and provide a moral and

communal framework’ can be treated as inherently “religious”.'

So from these two perspectives, the actual question diverts from “what constitutes a religious

belief” to “can a belief not involving a religious/divine subject be considered religious?”
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All interpretations are correct in their own sense and context. Even when mutual coexistence is
assumed, this essay argues that not any belief can be religious, because the functionalist
explanation is only attributable to beliefs sharing similarities with religious thoughts or assuming
a religious function, therefore not making a belief intrinsically religious. A distinction must be
made between a belief fundamentally being religious rather than functioning religiously.
Different beliefs can have similar effects, and if humans voluntarily elevate a belief’s status of
importance in their consciousness, it only makes the belief function religiously. This essay
introduces the theory of involuntarism, where truly religious beliefs are not voluntarily held,

making certain beliefs impossible to be religious on all accounts.

First, Cardinal John Henry Newman described in A Grammar of Assent (1870) how notional
assent is an intellectual, abstract acceptance'' of a proposition or general idea rather than a
personal, vivid conviction tied to lived experience (real assent).'? Religious beliefs, in the lived
sense, require real assent rather than mere notional assent. And the gap between the two cannot
be closed by deciding to close it. One can agree with something completely and still not live by

it; everyone does this subtly.

Second, even where notional assent is present, will alone cannot create real assent, because belief
itself is not subject to the will, described as doxastic involuntarism. As Bernard Williams argued
in Deciding to Believe (1973), one cannot believe at will, since belief aims at the truth and tracks
how the world seems to the believer rather than what they would prefer to hold."* A person
cannot, by an act of resolve alone, believe that a white wall is green simply because it would
comfort them to do so. And if merely believing a proposition lies beyond the reach of the will,
then living by it and allowing it to govern conduct and reshape character is less voluntary still.

William James argues that a person can only have faith in a “live option”, which is a belief that
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already feels like a genuine possibility to them.'* A dead option, which is one holding no reality
or appeal for the believer, cannot be willed into a living conviction. Which beliefs are even
candidates for being lived, then, is settled in advance by the believer's constitution, history, and
formation. This is the rigorous form of what is called one’s “natural”: a religious belief, in the

lived sense, is received."

Third, this naturalness functions as a necessary condition rather than the whole essence of
religious belief. It would be a mistake to claim that being involuntary is itself what makes a
belief religious, for many beliefs are involuntary and embodied but lack the sense of being
religious: the conviction that fire is hot is lived and governs conduct, but it is simply not a
religious belief. Naturalness, then, is not sufficient alone. It serves instead as a filter—a belief
cannot be a lived religious belief unless it has actually taken root involuntarily—and what
distinguishes a religious involuntary belief from a normal one is that, in Tillich's sense, it helps
orient the whole of a life rather than settling a single fact about the world.'® Two consequences
follow from treating naturalness as the filter. First, not every belief passes through it for a given
person. Most remain notional. Second, the gate cannot be forced, as one cannot decide to
embody beliefs against their character. Together these defeat the claim that any belief can be
religious, for they show that religiosity in the lived sense is both selective and unmanufacturable.
One cannot transform an arbitrary belief into one genuinely lived by, and so it is false that any

belief can become a religious one.

It may be objected that to function religiously simply is to be religious. This is the position of the
thoroughgoing functionalist, held by thinkers such as Durkheim, John Dewey,'” and J. Milton

Yinger.'® On this view, a belief that consoles, orients, and binds a community is thereby
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religious,'" and nothing more is needed to be said. However, the inference from shared function
to shared nature is invalid. Different things can perform the same function without belonging to
the same kind. This is a principle long recognized in the philosophy of mind as multiple
realizability,”® where one and the same role may be realized in entirely different substrates.?' Just
because a belief gives comfort, meaning, or moral guidance doesn't make it a religious belief,
just like using one tool as a substitute doesn't turn it into the real tool. The functionalist conflates
a definition by causal role with a definition by constitution.”> A second difficulty compounds the
first. Where a belief did not originally carry a religious function and is deliberately enlisted to
perform one, the effect it produces is contrived rather than authentic. Comfort that one
deliberately creates for oneself is only an imitation of real religious belief. It’s something one
chooses to act out, not something one truly believes. Even were the functionalist interpretation

granted, such a belief could at most function religiously; it could not be religious.

This raises a deeper objection, as some thinkers deny that there is any fixed thing that makes a
belief religious at all. Talal Asad argued that “religion” is not a natural category with a hidden
essence, but a label that different cultures have used in very different ways.”® Wittgenstein made
a similar point with his idea of family resemblance, where the things we call religious may share
no single feature, only a loose web of overlapping likenesses, like the members of a family.* If
this is right, then there is no real essence for the distinction to point to and for the line between
being religious and functioning religiously to exist. The functionalist would then win by default,

because “being religious” would mean nothing more than counting as “religious” to someone.*
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But this objection misses what the distinction is actually about. Asad and Wittgenstein are asking
what all religions share across cultures. This essay’s claim is not saying there is one shared
feature running through every religion in history. This essay argues that within a single person’s
life, there is a real difference between a belief that grips them without their choosing it and a
belief they have talked themselves into. That difference does not need a universal definition of
religion in order to exist, because it can be seen one person at a time. So even if Asad is right that
“religion” has no fixed essence as a category, the distinction still holds because it lives only in

the relation between a person and what they believe.

It is true, then, that under the loosest functional definition almost any belief may come to
resemble a religious one, providing the consolations and orientations that religion offers. But
resemblance and function are not identity.?® A belief becomes religious in the fullest sense only
when it is received rather than chosen, lived rather than merely assented to,?’” ultimate rather than
incidental, and this manner of holding is selective and cannot be produced at will.”® Not every
belief can cross that threshold for a given person. The answer to whether any belief can be a
religious belief is therefore no: a belief may be made to function religiously, but it cannot be

made to be religious.
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