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R. N. Bellah's Theory of Religious Evolution and
the Study of Religions Today.

Ryosuke MOROOKA

In his work Religion in Human Evolution published in 2011, Robert Bellah had returned to
the topic of religious revolution since he firstly argued it in 1964. As compared with the
paper 47 years ago, Religion in Human Evolution is characterized by its larger references
both to historical works of each religious cultures and to theoretical ones including studies in
evolutionary psychology.

These references can be interpreted as made in and against two recent trends in the study
of religions, that is, criticism toward the Western ethnocentrism, and application of
naturalistic evolutionary theory to religion. Bellah introduces K. Jaspers' theory of axial age
and M. Donald's theory of cognitive and cultural evolution, for distinguishing his own theory
from the old fashioned type of evolutionary theory which had flourished in the late
nineteenth century. From G. Burghardt's theory of play, Bellah also employs a natural
scientific language to avaid reductionism which most other naturalistic evolutionary theories
entail.

The fundamental aim of the book is the same as the one of the paper in 1964; in his theory
of religious evolution, Bellah attempts not only to explicate historical roots of the modern
social dilemma he calls as “ecological crisis,” but also to figure out a way to conquer it.
However, recent trends in the study of religion come to reject this type of discourse on
religions as inadequate. With upgrading the theory of religious evolution, Bellah intends to
show again the significance of engaging in the issue on modern societies and religions
beyond the trends.

It is fair to say, however, that Bellah never gives an answer to a fundamental problem with
which the study of religions today is confronted, that is, one of cultural and political
connotation the concept of religion necessarily implies. Even though the substantial part of
his book wouldn't lose its significance, the strategies Bellah applied in the work are regarded
as just reactive to the criticism of the conceptual issue. After his death in 2013, this difficulty
still remains an unavoidable challenge for the study of religion today.
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