
 

 

Disciplinary Focus: Human sciences 

Enquiry Question: What is religion? A useful category or outdated concept? (Multi-religious, 

worldviews including Judaism and Sikhism) 

Essential Outcomes  

Pupils are able to: 

 To analyse the various dimensions of the concept of ‘religion’, as traditionally asserted by Western 

scholarship 

 To evaluate different arguments which contest the concept of religion (i.e. its utility and limitations) 

 To analyse and evaluate on the work of the Commission on RE’s proposal to change the name of 

‘Religious Education’ to ‘Religion and Worldviews’. 

 

Core Knowledge  

 The seven-fold categories of Ninian Smart 

 Scholarly approaches which highlight the challenges of 

defining the concept of ‘religion’ as well as consider the 

utility of the concept of ‘worldview’ (e.g. Harrison; 

David Gellner, cited in P.Wood) 

 The work of the 2018-2019 Commission on Religious 

Education (CoRE), especially recommendations 1 

(change of name) and 2 (a national entitlement for 

pupils) 

Key Words  

 Concept 

 Doctrine / doctrinal 

 Ethics / ethical 

 Experience / experiential 

 Household behaviour 

 Material 

 Moral codes 

 Mythology / mythological 

 Narrative / narratival 

 Psychological reassurance 

 Religion 

 Rites of passage 

 Ritual 

 Sanctifying 

 Society / social 

 Soteriology 

 Worldview 

 

 

Exemplar Learning Activities  

1. How have scholars traditionally understood the concept of religion? Pupils undertake an activity 

of comparative religious studies, wherein two religions can be compared using Ninian Smart’s 

seven dimensions of religion. For example, Anglican Christianity could be compared to Theravada 

Buddhism. To support this, teachers should prepare subject summaries for the various religions, 

which would include areas of religious thought and practice, such as rites of passage, moral codes 

and festivals, which can then be scrutinised using Smart’s seven dimensions. Useful visual 

representations of Smart’s abstract concepts, which break down and exemplify each of them, can 

be used as a resource to support this activity.  See the article online: 

https://o.b5z.net/i/u/2167316/f/Ninian_Smart_s_Seven_Dimensions_of_Religion.pdf 



 

 

2. What do scholars think that ‘religion’ is difficult to define? Pupils analyse a short abstract from a 

scholarly thesis, e.g. the first paragraph of the section ‘Rival definitions of religion’ on p.2 of 

Harrison’s 2006 article. The objective of the task is for pupils (a) to see the ‘line of argument’ (i.e. 

the point that the scholar is trying to make), (b) to identify substantively the limitations of the 

term ‘religion’ and (c) to consider the extent to which such a line of argument is persuasive. This 

activity is particularly useful when ‘modelling’ extended scholarly writing in Religious Education. 

3. How can ‘religion’ be understood in ‘blended cultures’? In this activity, pupils explore the way in 

which sociologists, such as David Gellner (see Gellner cited in Wood) break down the concept 

of ‘religion’ in a different way to Ninian Smart. Gellner different spheres including legitimising the 

behaviour of households (especially with regard to marriage choices and gender roles); sanctifying 

particular places or even whole nations (as in a ‘chosen people’); providing rites of passage for a 

life cycle such as baptism, confirmation and last rites; and providing moral codes, psychological 

reassurance and a ‘soteriology’ (an account of what occurs after death). Pupils explore case 

studies of Buddhism in Nepal and Japan, where the religion co-exists with other religious 

systems, such as Shintoism and Hinduism. (Note: unlike in the case of Western religion, in these 

studies, a person’s household conduct might be ‘Hindu’, but their soteriology might be ‘Buddhist’. 

I.e. One person can be Hindu in some respects, but Buddhist in another). 

4. Why might the study of non-religious ways of living suggest that ‘worldview’ is a more useful 

term that ‘religion’? In this activity, pupils explore case studies of non-religious worldviews 

(NRWVs), such as Humanism (resources available at 

https://humanism.org.uk/humanism/?gclid=CjwKCAjwzJjrBRBvEiwA867bysABdFj07UjhtnZjitt6xFh

GEJ7Af_wpTC6biwkbs1jbNpMAS92fuBoCRvYQAvD_BwE) and then, drawing on disciplinary 

ideas of Gellner and/or Smart, debate the extent to which these non-religious worldviews could 

be subsumed within the category of ‘religion’. 

5. Will religion decline to the point that it no longer forms a part of people’s lives? This is a social-
science activity which draws on quantitative data in order to come to an informed judgement as 

to whether or not religion will continue to decline globally. Data can be sources from Pew 

Research, World Religion Database and the CIA Worldfactbook. Scholarly commentaries which 

complement this could be found, for example, in David Voas’ (University of Essex) TEDx Talk 

(see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtAR_OGzlcg) 

6. Why did a group of thinkers, politicians, and religious leaders think that pupils should study as 

subject called ‘Religion and Worldviews’? (Or, ‘Should this subject be known as ‘Religion and 

Worldviews’?’) In this activity, pupils draw on their substantive and disciplinary knowledge 

throughout the unit in order to discuss and debate the proposals from the 2018-2019 

Commission on RE. On the basis of an understanding of the different facets of ‘religion’, as well 

as an understanding of the contested nature of the term, pupils debate Recommendations 1 and 2 

from the Commission on RE’s report (pp.9-11). 

Notes  

In proximal terms, this unit acts as a ‘meta’ study, drawing on pupils’ substantive knowledge throughout 

KS2 and KS3, in order to help them see the complexity of the object and nature of the subject’s study. 

In this way, this unit draws significantly on disciplinary knowledge, and explores how a range of 

contemporary scholars (as well as the Commission on RE) have approached the challenging topic of 

understanding the subject matter at the heart of Religious Education/Religion and Worldviews. 

 


