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in Afghanistan), the Darul Uloom Deoband (origins in India), Uyghur Islam (Central/East Asia), 
and Nahdlatul Ulama (Indonesia), all “originate” as South/East/Southeast Asian groups, but the 
prominence of Meccan-centered discourse among them might help to explain why they show up 
in our analysis as linked to the Mediterranean/West Asian cluster.

Similarly, the placement of certain groups in C2 demonstrates the dispersal of Buddhism 
along land and sea trade routes. For instance, regarding the East Asia entries in Cluster 2, their 
placement there can be attributed to the influence of South Asian Buddhism, the mechanism 
of which was the dispersal of Buddhism along land and maritime trade routes (Zürcher 1959; 
Ch’en 1964, 1973). Buddhism brought with it belief in reincarnation—which is, as we see 
below, a distinguishing question for Cluster 2 and one not found in pre-Buddhist East Asian 
religions. East Asian entries that have ended up in Cluster 1 are the product of Christian mis-
sionary activity, primarily after the sixteenth century as a result of maritime trade (Wills 2010).

Although we can understand this split as reflecting certain views of broad-brush categoriza-
tions, the model can provide more information in the form of which questions drive this split. 
The primary drivers are questions related to reincarnation, with another contributor being the 
nature of a high god as unquestionably good (Table 1).

The single most powerful discriminating question between these clusters is “[Reincarnation] 
in a human form,” which 96.51 percent of the C1 groups answered in the negative and 69.41 
percent of the C2 groups answered in the affirmative. The question “Is there reincarnation in 
this world?” is a close second, with 94.19 percent of C1 groups answering in the negative and 
81.18 percent of C2 groups answering in the affirmative. Although the appearance of these 
questions as highly differentiating was unexpected, from a wider perspective it seems under-
standable; belief in reincarnation has a significant impact on the outlook both in this life and 
beyond for believers. More work can be done to tease apart related questions in the DRH to see 
how those impacts can be traced through our questionnaire.

Outside of questions covering reincarnation, the nature of a high god as unquestionably good 
is also powerfully discriminative. Although this question is not as starkly one-sided for C2, the 
signal from C1 (91.86 percent answered in the affirmative) is very strong. This result is per-
haps not terribly surprising given that both Jewish and later Christian scripture and discourse 
emphasize concepts like “mercy” and the redemptive nature of God’s covenant(s) with those 
who follow the Abrahamic traditions.

The first major division within C1 is a bifurcation between two clusterings, C1.1 and C1.2 
(Figure 4). The immediate impression given by this split is a distinction between Abrahamic 

Table 1. Discriminating questions driving the C1 vs. C2 split

 C1 C2

Question Yes No Yes No 

Reincarnation in this world 4.65% 94.19% 81.18% 16.47%
[Reincarnation]17 in a human form 2.33% 96.51% 69.41% 20.00%
[Reincarnation] in animal/plant form 1.16% 97.67% 57.65% 28.24%
Reincarnation linked to notion of life-

transcending causality (e.g., karma)
2.33% 96.51% 60.00% 27.06%

The supreme high god is 
unquestionably good

91.86% 6.98% 36.47% 55.29%

17  This is a subquestion that only appears if the expert answers “yes” to the parent question “Reincarnation in this world,” so 
“reincarnation in this world” is the understood subject (indicated by square brackets).
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groups versus other “Mediterranean/West Asian” groups. Jewish, Christian, and Muslim groups 
are all well represented in C1.1 in a variety of historical forms. C1.2, on the other hand, repre-
sents a wide range of comparatively more ancient traditions from the Mediterranean basin, with 
a few outliers; “Late Chosoň Korea” (Shababo 2019) and “The Sarna religion of the Oraons of 
Jharkhand” (Munda 2020) stand out in particular. The presence of Late Chosoň Korea in C1.2 
is likely due to the influence of Confucianism, which has features—such as a belief in a supreme 

Figure 4. Zoom in on split between C1.1 and 1.2 within C1
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“Hindu” groups are clustering with a greater majority of “Buddhist” groups in C2.2. Analyses 
also need to be done to shed light on why many of the affirmative answers in C2.1 found in 
Table 2 are below 80 percent.

Finally, as suggested earlier, there is a smaller division within C2.1 that might suggest a 
division of this cluster into two further clusters (C2.1.1 and C2.1.2). Here the split between 
these smaller clusters suggests a heavy emphasis on monumental architecture as defining 
inclusion in C2.1.2. The differentiating questions can be found in Table 4.

The most defining feature of this division is a series of questions that address the exist-
ence of monumental architecture. Following from the discussion above, the majority of 
groups in C2.1 are South Asian theistic traditions, and, of these, most of them are identified 
as Hindu bhakti traditions (this is especially true within C2.1.2). Monumental architecture 
has generally played a central role in South Asian religions over the last 1500 years, espe-
cially among those with a devotional orientation, whether Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, or oth-
erwise. For this reason, it is unclear without further analysis of what is driving the divisions 
between C2.1.1 and C2.1.2. Moreover, why do we find that 80.56 percent of the groups of 
C2.1.1 recognize “different types of religious monumental architecture,” yet only 44.44 per-
cent of these same groups recognize the presence of “monumental religious architecture”? 
They are nearly identical questions, so one would think that the answers to them would 
match up more closely. To make sense of what is driving these divisions, further analyses of 
the answers of experts and the questions posed to them in the poll, which extends beyond 
the scope of this article, need to be performed. As with the analysis in the previous section, 
which discusses the division between C2.1 and C2.2, the clustering of traditions that are 
not primarily traced to South Asia may also help account for the unexpected variability that 
is driving the division here.

Table 3. Discriminating questions driving the C2.1 vs. C2.2 split

 C2.1 C2.2

Question Yes No Yes No 

The supreme high god has knowledge of 
this world

81.48% 7.41% 0.00% 96.77%

The supreme high god communicates 
with the living

70.37% 12.96% 0.00% 96.77%

A supreme high god is present 87.04% 11.11% 6.45% 93.55%
The supreme high god has deliberate 

causal efficacy in the world
64.81% 14.81% 3.23% 96.77%

The supreme high god has indirect 
causal efficacy in the world

59.26% 14.81% 3.23% 96.77%

Is it permissible to worship supernatural 
beings other than the high god?

74.07% 14.81% 3.23% 96.77%

The supreme high god exhibits positive 
emotion

70.37% 16.67% 3.23% 93.55%

The supreme high god is 
anthropomorphic

64.81% 25.93% 0.00% 100.00%

The supreme high god is 
unquestionably good

57.41% 29.63% 0.00% 100.00%
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Study 2: Aligning the Generated Taxonomy with Expert Tags
For the second study, we compared the generated taxonomy discussed above with a tree struc-
ture derived from the group-based tags that experts assigned to their entries. The results are 
displayed in Figure 6 below.

These two structures show a degree of similarity (Figure 6). This suggests that the top-down 
conceptual categories employed by our experts match the bottom-up categories derived from a 
tag-blind analysis of patterns of answers to specific questions.

Figure 6. The methods used for comparing the data-generated taxonomy with the expert tagging tree. 
To find the distance between entries using the tagging tree, the tags for each entry are first extracted. 
The distance between each pair of tags in the tagging tree is then calculated. From these paired distances 
between tags, the distance between entries is calculated based on their tags. The distance between entries in 
the taxonomy is calculated using branch length and nNode. All four of these methods produce a pairwise 
distance matrix that shows the distance between an entry and any other entry. These distance matrices are 
then compared with areas of agreement and disagreement between methods for calculating distance.

Table 4. Discriminating questions driving the C2.1.1 vs. C2.1.2 split

 C2.1.1 C2.1.2

Questions Yes No Yes No 

[Monumental architecture] mass gathering point 13.89% 86.11% 88.89% 0%

[Monumental architecture] temples 16.67% 83.33% 100% 0%

Are there different types of religious monumental architecture? 80.56% 19.44% 100% 0%

[Monumental architecture] altars 16.67% 83.33% 88.89% 5.56%

[Monumental architecture] tombs 8.33% 91.67% 66.67% 33.33%

Is monumental religious architecture present? 44.44% 55.56% 100% 0%

Does membership in this religious group require sacrifice of time 
(e.g., attendance at meetings or services, regular prayer, etc.)?

27.78% 69.44% 83.33% 16.67%
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Broadly, each cluster finds internal agreement between the structure derived from expert-
sourced answers and the tags these same experts applied to their entries (Figure 7). This 
indicates that across all entries (in all geographical areas and temporal periods) the tags used 
by experts reflect a certain degree of the underlying organization of the entries as generated 
by the individual answers themselves. However, Cluster 1 clearly performs the best out of 
all the clusters. We find this unsurprising as the types of tags applied to entries in Cluster 1 
have perhaps the longest history and therefore the most stable representations within the 
field of religious studies (in Western academia). We suggest that this is due to the legacy of 
church history and theology as precursors to many existing concepts within religious studies 
scholarship.

For instance, in Cluster 1.1 the entry “Christianity in Ephesus” (Proctor 2020) has the 
following tags: religious group, Asia Minor, new religious movement, Christian traditions, 
Roman religious traditions, Anatolian religions, early Christianity, and ancient Christianity 
in Rome (eight tags). In contrast, in Cluster 1.2 the entry “ancient Egyptian” (Simpson 
2020) has the tags religious group, Egyptian religions, and African religions (three tags). 
The capacity for the smaller minute branches within C1.1 to match the underlying tree 
derived from the answers is driven by the specificity of the tags present on entries in that 
cluster, which may be caused by existing disciplinary biases that have created a potent 
vocabulary of terms and names to describe the diversity of religious groups. On the con-
trary, Cluster 2 and its components have the least internal agreement (although still average 
positive agreement). This, likewise, is not surprising as the terminology used by experts to 
describe and categorize entries within these clusters is still an active area of scholarship, at 
least within Western academia.

Figure 7. Degree of within-cluster correlation between the generative tree and the tree derived from 
group-based tags.
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D I S C U S S I O N
With regard to Study 1, we find that the large splits and major clusters within the generated 
tree roughly match existing scholarly perceptions about the geographical and temporal spread 
of religious traditions. Study 2 adds nuance to this conclusion by showing that the coherence 
of these clusters is most pronounced in the branches that have a longer and more entrenched 
position within the history of the field itself.

General Observations
Our tree seems to replicate standard surveys of “world religions” that offer various high-level 
taxonomies of religious groups or traditions.20 However, the cluster division and entry posi-
tions offer much more information for fine-grained analysis. Looking in more detail at specific 
pairings, we find a mix of predictable, puzzling, and interesting results when we examine the 
far right of the dendrogram and note which religious groups have the closest relationships. As 
mentioned in the methods section, the way the tree is generated requires that all entries must 
end up with a physically paired entry, even if some of these pairs are in fact more distant than we 
would consider statistically significant for the purposes of direct comparison.

Confining our discussion to paired entries with close relationships, we can note that, in cer-
tain cases, the similarity between paired entries is obviously the result of geographical, temporal, 
or doctrinal connections. For instance, the similarity between “Neo-Charismatic Movement-
Third Wave Charismatic Movement” (Womack 2020a) and “Charismatic Renewal Movement 
in Christianity-Second Wave Pentecostalism” (Womack 2020b) is attributable to their geo-
graphical area (North America), time period (latter half of the twentieth century), and shared 
connection to Pentecostal traditions. It is worth noting that these two entries were written by 
the same expert. Likewise, two entries representing groups dating between the eleventh and 
fifteenth centuries in Northwestern Europe, “The Order of the Holy Trinity for the Redemption 
of Captives, 1198−1500” (Blair 2019) and “Congregation of Savigny” (Doss 2019), show close 
similarity. Unlike the previous example, these two entries were written by different experts but 
reflect underlying similarities between these Christian orders.

When a religious group has multiple entries across different time periods, we find that their 
entries still cluster closely, as is the case for “Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (mod-
ern)” (Pepper 2019a) and “Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (early)” (Pepper 2019b). 
Similarly, we find that when an expert has differentiated the answers in their entry by category of 
group member “elite,” “non-elite,” and “religious specialist,” all three sets of answers cluster very 
closely, as is the case for the entry “Sa skya” (Wojahn 2020). A particularly interesting observa-
tion in this case is that the “elite” and “religious specialist” sets of answers cluster more closely 
than those of the “non-elite,” which probably reflects a more generic distinction between elite 
and “folk” understandings and practices.

There are other cases where the results are not entirely surprising but point to an intriguing 
area for further study or reflection. For instance, “Northern Irish Protestants” (Ward 2019a) 
and “Northern Irish Catholics” (Ward 2019b) cluster more closely together than the latter does 
with another entry for a Catholic tradition elsewhere in Europe. Although this is a small data 
point, it suggests that a geographical or local cultural signal is having an impact on how these 
two entries are paired in the tree rather than an overwhelming doctrinal signal. The close pair-
ing of “Sachchai” (BK 2020) and “Free Methodist Church” (Lane 2020) also offers an intrigu-
ing look into how the expression of charismatic traditions within the questions of the database 
shows close similarity.

20  For a critique of the term “world religions” see Tomoko Masuzawa (2005).
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Finally, we find cases where the placement of entries within clusters and pairing of entries 
is not entirely expected. This may reflect surprising and important connections or differences 
of scholarly opinion but in some cases prompts reconsiderations of both the overall model as 
well as how our questions might be influencing the placement of entries with the tree. Notably, 
the entry on “Peruvian Mormons” (Palmer 2020) appears in Cluster 2.1 rather than with the 
other entries on the Church of Latter-Day Saints (LDS) in Cluster 1.1. Here the major differ-
ences come down to whether “missions” are considered a form of “pilgrimage” and how the 
two groups might answer the question of “reincarnation in this world.” The expert for Peruvian 
Mormons wrote: “Inasmuch as Mormons believe they will be resurrected and go to the Celestial 
Kingdom and that this world will become the Celestial Kingdom, they believe in reincarnation 
on this world,” whereas the other LDS entry states that there is no reincarnation. Digging into 
the details of the answers and comments here provides us insight into how experts wrestle with 
these exact questions and reflects divergent scholarly opinions about the beliefs of these groups.

Another unexpected group of divisions occurred between Cluster C1.2 and C2.2, in which 
entries related to the same ancient Mediterranean and North African cultures were divided. For 
instance, a general entry on “ancient Egyptian” (Simpson 2020) was placed in C1.2, whereas 
a more specific entry on “ancient Egypt-Old Kingdom” (Arbuckle 2021) was placed in C2.2. 
Although we would expect that nuances in the more limited time period that is represented 
within the Old Kingdom entry should cause it to differ slightly from the more general entry 
on the whole of Egyptian history, we did not expect the entries to appear in entirely separate 
clusters. In addition, in this case, the discriminating question does not seem to relate to rein-
carnation, as both entries agree that there was no “reincarnation in this world.” They disagree, 
however, regarding the presence of a “supreme high god,” which was another discriminating 
factor between clusters C1 and C2. The more general entry notes that there was a high god 
but provides no additional commentary, whereas the Old Kingdom entry states that there was 
none but goes on to explain that there were several significant supernatural beings present dur-
ing the period in question. Although ancient Egyptian religion was generally polytheistic, there 
were certain times when specific gods were more popular, such as the rise of the god Amun in 
the New Kingdom or Aten during the Amarna Period, which may account for the discrepancy 
between the two answers. This helps to show the importance of including entries based on more 
discrete time periods within the larger religious history of a region in order to arrive at more 
nuanced and precise conclusions. Nevertheless, as more entries are added to the database, it 
seems likely that these two entries will end up closer together, given that many of the other 
answers are similar.

An additional surprising case is the placement of the “Sadducees” (Matson 2020) within 
Cluster 2.2. With their geographic location in the eastern Mediterranean and their chrono-
logical position at the nexus of the ancient Mediterranean and Abrahamic groups, it might be 
assumed that they would fall within Cluster 1. Indeed, on the basis of the discriminating ques-
tions that drove the C1 and C2 split, the Sadducees measure quite closely with the C1 groups 
in their lack of belief in reincarnation (resurrection). Likewise, within the breakdown between 
C1.1 and C1.2, the Sadducees predominantly overlap with C1.1 in terms of messianism, appar-
ent proselytization, and in not allowing the worship of other supernatural beings. Among these 
discriminating questions, they only really differ from C1.1 in their presence of grave goods. 
Collectively, these positions might assume eventual placement within C1.1 as perhaps befits 
their historical situation and relation to Judaism.

The Sadducees’ placement within C2, however, is perhaps more the result of particular under-
standings of their supreme high god, where they stood in contrast to C1 that largely tends to 
see this deity as “unquestionably good.” Furthermore, within C2, the Sadducee entry’s negative 
response to nearly all questions related to aspects of the supreme high god places them firmly in 
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line with C2.2 groups, except for one major caveat in that they do in fact possess a supreme high 
god, whereas the C2.2 groups overwhelmingly do not. Such an apparent similarity between the 
Sadducees and C2.2 may then be something of a mirage, as so many of the C2.2 discriminating 
questions are hierarchically predicated on the lack of a supreme high god. This factor might also 
account for the placement of other Mediterranean entries, such as Julio-Claudian Imperial Cult 
(Bell 2021) in C2.2. Similar to the situation in relation to ancient Egypt discussed above, it will 
be interesting to see the effect that additional entries have on this clustering.

At first glance, we found it surprising that Haroi (Quang 2020b), Raglai (Quang 2020a), and 
Cham Bani (Noseworthy 2020) appeared together with the Mediterranean/West Asian group-
ings in Cluster 2 and so closely associated with contemporary West African Vodun (Atte-oudeyi 
2020). Looking more closely at these entries compared with Cluster 2 (where we might assume 
they would belong), we find the following discriminating questions:

•	 Assigned at a specific age
•	 Assigned at birth (membership is default for this society)
•	 Does the membership in this religious group require sacrifice of property/valuable items?
•	 Is there violent conflict (with groups outside the sample region)?
•	 Does the religious group in question possess its own distinct written language?
•	 The monarch is seen as a manifestation or emanation of the high god
•	 The supreme high god is a sky deity
•	 Supernatural punishments are meted out in the afterlife
•	 Are messianic beliefs present?
•	 Is the messiah’s purpose known?
•	 [Are there special treatments for adherents’ corpses?] Internment
•	 Are grave goods present?
•	 Does the religious group in question provide public food storage?

The evidence of this cluster points toward a Robert Orsi-like emphasis of understanding “religion 
as relationships” among humans, their families, their societies, the realm of the supernatural, and 
the human realm(s) (Orsi 2005). For example, we see membership is defined at a specific age, 
often assigned at birth, and requires the sacrifice of property/valuable items. Members also tend to 
possess their own distinct written language, while we see that there are examples of violent conflict 
with groups outside the sample region. There tend to be clear mechanisms for divinities (high god 
or no) to relate to human society, inclusive of messianic beliefs in at least some of the cases. The 
mechanisms for divinities in relation to human societies and inclusion of messianic beliefs could 
be viewed as Orsi’s “relationships between heaven and earth” (Orsi 2005), although we could also 
rephrase Orsi’s language as “realm of the supernatural and human realm(s)” to more closely fit the 
cases in our evidence. Special treatments for adherents’ corpses, including internment and grave 
goods, also tend to be present, as does public food storage, suggesting that in these cases relations 
to earth itself are also present. This is just one example of how we could take a theoretical concept 
that has been widely discussed by scholars in one subset of religious studies and test it against evi-
dence from other areas to refine our theoretical discussions of the category of religion. We should 
emphasize that, in our view, it is not necessary that we think of Orsi as “paradigmatic” in such a 
fashion that it would eliminate consideration of any other religious studies scholar who has made 
novel contributions to the field in the past several decades. Our idea is, in principle, that any the-
orist’s ideas could be selected and tested by the data. In the cases under discussion, although our 
evidence reaffirms some ideas that scholars in religious studies—like those aligned with Orsi’s 
thinking—have thought about regarding how the category of religion is conceived of, it also clari-
fies the ways we think about these specific cases and comparisons.
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Typically, scholars might regard such groups as Southeast Asian Haroi and Raglai religion or 
West African Vodun as “traditionalist religious groups.” The Cham Bani religious group—near 
the Raglai and Haroi communities in Vietnam—has also been described as variously syncretic 
and traditionalist, although Cham Bani are often interpreted as a form of Islam by outsiders and 
scholars alike. In both West Africa and Southeast Asia, we find layers of influences including 
traditional religions, Islam, and colonial era-Christian missions. In both regions, local indig-
enous groups develop systems that incorporate spirits and saints and have understandings of 
the cosmos that include cosmological dualism (emphasizing balance of competing elements), 
along with traditional healers. Such similarities in the cultural contact zones where we find 
Vodun—and perhaps also traditional Yoruba religion, although we do not have an entry for it 
yet in the database—and the Bani, Haroi, and Raglai communities of Southeast Asia could have 
emerged as a result of similar historical experiences. That traditional religions where member-
ship is assigned at birth, at a specific age, in the context of rituals, and require sacrifices do not 
necessarily exhibit official political support, as we see in this cluster, speaks to the relational ele-
ments of the religious communities in question. This particular result demonstrates that schol-
ars of religious studies have been addressing traditional religions that grow out of comparable 
historical contexts using similar language while also demonstrating the ways in which the DRH 
can lead to thought-provoking comparisons.

CO N CLU S I O N
One obvious limitation to the current study is that it does not directly engage with the lived 
world of religious experience. The above analysis is constructed from scholarly experts’ answers 
to questions about units of analysis, that is, the “Religious Group” poll, that they themselves 
constructed. However, this expert knowledge is quite fine grained: experts are answering very 
specific questions about daily practice, ritual infrastructure, and beliefs. Therefore, the standard-
ized poll structure with multiple levels of questions removes the expert from overarching narra-
tives that may exist in the field and allows them to focus on single answers, producing snippets 
of atomic data in the form of answers that are more “objective” and therefore comparable while 
still remaining highly informed by existing scholarship.

The tree and its component clusters thus constructed from the data are then even more 
remarkable for their consistency with prior intuitions (e.g., Smith 1995, cited above). The fact 
that a completely unintelligent algorithm, churning through the answers to very specific ques-
tions, produced a dendrogram that roughly mirrors traditional models in religious studies of 
the major divisions between large religious groups, etc., is significant. It shows that rather than 
being a completely artificial scholarly category, our entries represent units of analysis that cap-
ture real variance in the world, as understood by historians. This is true even though our dataset 
is incomplete and there are groups and traditions elsewhere in the world with no relation to 
those on the current tree. Furthermore, the groupings produced by the DRH have significant 
potential to intervene in recent conversations regarding long-standing (and often highly prob-
lematic) categories used to define and categorize religious traditions throughout history.21

For instance, if the sorts of questions the DRH asks about religious groups were solely the 
product of older historical assumptions about religion, we would expect that the major divi-
sion (C1 vs C2) in the tree would replicate those perspectives by, for instance, being driven 

21  These categories include the two-fold division of western/non-western or world religions/primal religions (Tsonis 2013), 
as well as Robert Bellah’s (2011) three-fold division into tribal/archaic/axial. Recent attempts to overturn the “world religions” 
paradigm include the concept of indigenous religion advanced by James Cox (2007, 2013, 2017) but recently challenged by Jack 
Tsonis (2017).
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by divisions between groups that have a supreme high god and those that do not, or between 
those who do or do not worship supernatural beings. This seems not to be the case, because 
discriminating questions that address these issues that were fundamental to earlier theories of 
religion are not present at the root of our tree but rather are scattered through the branches. 
This suggests that recent skepticism concerning the usefulness of religious categories, such as 
the assertion that “the entire set of categories used to divide human groups must be reconceived” 
in the study of religion (Tsonis 2017, 59, emphasis original), is exaggerated.

Anomalous results produced by our method show us that certain questions have a highly dis-
criminating power within the model but also allow further analysis to try to fill in entries around 
them, with the goal of reconstructing a missing cluster or refining our questions to better model 
the beliefs and practices of the group in question. This is in stark contrast to previous top-down 
methods, where particular properties of groups selected by a theorist were used as a black-box 
criteria to cluster groups. Our methods are open and inspectable. For instance, Church of Christ 
Scientist (Prince 2020) and Unitarian Universalism (Applewhite 2020) both appear in Cluster 
2.1.1. This might, at first, seem strange, but their clustering is likely driven by a negative answer 
to the question: “Are supernatural beings present?” This suggests that they have a fundamental 
difference from the entries in C1 but that their similarity to other groups in C2.1.1 is perhaps 
not as strong and is then overshadowed by the algorithm’s instance of distancing them from C1. 
More entries would almost certainly produce a context in which these two entries would find a 
tighter fit via a hypothetical cluster of entries, which fit between C1 and C2.1.1.

The DRH and the taxonomic method introduced in this paper can also be used to explore 
other interesting questions in religious studies. For instance, the method outlined above could 
be used to address one of the concluding exercises suggested by Brent Nongbri (2013, 155–56) 
by creating an entry for, as suggested by Nongbri, “capitalism.” Once such a “Religious Group” 
entry was created and the questionnaire for it completed, we could interrogate the ways in 
which the membership practices and beliefs of “capitalism” were similar to or different from 
other groups that historically have been considered to be “religions.”22

A further limitation of our current study is the preliminary and limited scope of the dataset. 
Although our coverage does span most of the globe, the lack of entries for certain traditions 
almost certainly drives some of our ambiguous results, as noted above. However, despite this 
relative paucity of data, this early analysis is still remarkable for its outcome. As our coverage 
expands and deepens, these sorts of analyses may produce more surprises. We intend to rerun 
this analysis on a regular basis and keep a current version of the output live on our project web-
site so that the shape of the resulting tree will change as new entries are added.

Finally, we note that the way in which the DRH collects data diverges from alternative “big 
data” approaches to history (e.g., Turchin 2018). The flexibility of the question and answer sys-
tem allows experts to answer multiple times for the same question, change the coverage and 
scope of their answer, and embed rich media and qualitative comments. This allows the expert 
to answer questions in a way that best preserves their own intuition concerning the source 
material. The ability of the DRH system to encompass multiple units of analysis and allow the 
periodic updating of polls responds to concerns that, as scholars and scientists studying the phe-
nomenon of religion, we are “inextricably stuck with asking just our questions and using just our 
tools in posing those questions” (McCutcheon 2001, 78). We hope that the analysis presented 
here shows the potential of the DRH as a tool for scholars of religion and look forward to this 
tool being used in the future in ways that we cannot possibly anticipate.

22  To be clear, Nongbri warns against this approach being used to determine whether “capitalism” is a “religion,” but an entry 
in the database would in fact open up exactly the type of analysis present in our discussion section: what sorts of questions drive 
a hypothetical “capitalism” entry toward or away from other entries in the database, and how might those particular vectors speak 
to underlying questions of how these groups are formed?
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