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Abstract
I argue that empirical studies into the phenomenon of religious conversion suffer 
from conceptual unclarity owing to an absence of philosophical contributions. I 
examine the relationship between definition and empirical result in the social sci-
ences, and I show that a wide divergence in conceptual approach threatens to under-
mine the possibility of useful comparative study. I stake out a distinctive role for 
philosophical treatments of studies into religious conversion. I conclude with the 
suggestion that use of the terms ‘convert’ and ‘conversion’ may not in fact be condu-
cive to clarity in the present context, and that subsequent studies may improve their 
precision through replacing them.

Keywords  Religious conversion · Philosophy of religion · Social science · 
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Introduction

While the phenomenon of religious conversion has been the subject of considerable 
empirical study,1 philosophers have so far thrown precious little light upon the 
issue.2 Of the thirty-nine chapters featured in the Oxford Handbook of Religious 
Conversion (2014), none are authored by philosophers. In this article I aim to take 
several steps towards correcting that general neglect. My aim is not to develop 
a novel definition of conversion, but rather to provide a diagnosis of various 
conceptual unclarities which, owing to an absence of distinctively philosophical 
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contributions, have so far been obscured from view in the empirical sciences. 
I examine the complex relationship between choice of definition and empirical 
result through an engagement with the work of social scientists. I conclude with a 
suggestion as to the role philosophical work may play in supplying a remedy for the 
deficiencies identified.

Religious Conversion

In 1983 sociologists David A. Snow and Richard Machalek made the following 
observation of sociological studies into the causes of conversion3:

Although this research has helped to specify the relative influence of various 
social, psychological, and situational factors in relation to the conversion pro-
cess, conversion itself is vaguely conceived. Just how one might identify the 
convert is never clearly explained. Instead, the characteristics of the convert 
are typically taken for granted. This is a serious oversight, especially since an 
understanding of the conversion process presupposes the ability to identify the 
convert. (1983: 260)

Snow and Machalek identify two distinct questions concerning religious conversion: 
(i) what causal factors lead to conversion? And (ii) what does religious conversion 
consist in? They assume, furthermore, that the latter question enjoys a kind of prior-
ity over the former. It is a necessary condition, in the context of scientific study,4 on 
one’s ‘identifying a convert’ that one possesses a correct definition of conversion. 
Possession of such a definition is presupposed by any ‘understanding of the con-
version process’. In other words, the possibility of carrying out empirical research 
into the character of conversion processes depends upon a prior grasp of the rel-
evant concept, according to Snow and Machalek. The suggestion is that one cannot 
study a phenomenon without first knowing which things are to count as examples 
of that phenomenon. What this implies is that the choice of definition must precede 
empirical study in the present context. This, in turn, raises the following question: 
on what basis does the social scientist choose their definition of conversion? Snow’s 
and Machalek’s complaint involves the accusation that social scientists have not, 
prior to their own contribution, explicitly chosen a definition at all. Rather, accord-
ing to Snow and Machalek, they have largely, and unreflectively, employed a con-
ception of religious conversion insufficiently precise for the purposes of empirical 
research. Before assessing the positive proposal made by Snow and Machalek, as 
well as the influence of their position on more contemporary social scientists, I want 
first to examine the effects a given choice of definition has upon empirical studies of 
conversion.

The character of any empirical study into, for instance, the causes or prevalence 
of conversion depends enormously upon the definition of conversion one adopts. 

3  See also Snow and Machalek (1984: 178–184).
4  I include this rider here so as not to be interpreted as holding that individuals in non-scientific contexts 
are required to be in the possession of a precise definition in order that they be able to identify converts.
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The question of who counts as a convert is settled at this early juncture; and it 
is therefore at this stage that the domain of legitimate subjects of study is deter-
mined. It is in this sense that observation of the causes or prevalence of conversion 
is ‘laden’ by the definition employed. This relationship between choice of defini-
tion and empirical research will be made clearer through the treatment of examples. 
Take, for instance, an influential study conducted by Harvard scholars Robert J. 
Barro and Jason Hwang, titled ‘Religious Conversion in 40 Countries’ (2007). Barro 
and Hwang (2007: 28) draw several conclusions concerning the relation of various 
historical factors and government policies to conversion rates. Fewer conversions 
occur, they say, in countries with a history of Communism, while more occur in 
countries with comparatively higher levels of education than in those with lower lev-
els. Barro and Hwang also conclude that per capita GDP is not significantly related 
to conversion rates.

The lead author of this study is an affiliate of the National Bureau of Economic 
Research (NBER), and the paper is a ‘working paper’ of the NBER. The NBER was 
ranked second most influential domestic think tank in the United States with respect 
to public policy in 2010.5 We must assume, then, that the relevant study was both 
intended to contribute towards public policy decisions and that it enjoys a platform 
enabling it to do so. We can therefore conclude that the results of such a study have 
an important bearing on practical decisions affecting a large number of people. It is 
important, consequently, to identify the operative definition of ‘convert’ employed. 
The authors do not, however, provide a definition; of the method employed in this 
study they write.

[W]e use different retrospective questions from ISSP [International Social Sur-
vey Program] 1991 and 1998 and WVS [World Values Survey] 2001 to calcu-
late religious-conversion rates. We use the questions that ask about a person’s 
current and former religion adherence. (2007: 4)

The conclusions drawn by Barro and Hwang are evidently derived from analyses 
of data gathered in surveys. If an individual at time 1 reports an adherence to reli-
gion A , and at time 2 reports an adherence to religion B , that individual is said to 
have converted.6 Snow and Machalek (1984: 171) though argue that having ‘shifted’ 
one’s organisational affiliation is not sufficient for having converted. One reason for 
thinking that mere membership of a new religion does not suffice for one’s having 
converted to that religion emerges through attending to the distinction between con-
version and compliance. This distinction is made by Moscovici (1980: 2011), who 
describes instances in which one may publicly comply with prevailing views while 
privately rejecting them, and others in which one may privately accept views while 
publicly rejecting them. Moscovici suggests that the compliance of those responsi-
ble for running concentration camps may count as an example of the former, while 
participation in secret or persecuted religious societies constitutes an example of the 
latter.

5  McGann (2010).
6  See Hui et al., (2017: 223) for another survey-based study involving similar methods.
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The survey data drawn upon by Barro and Hwang is arguably too coarse-
grained to allow of their making a distinction between ‘genuine’ conversion 
and mere compliance behaviour. That Barro and Hwang do not draw the rele-
vant distinction is shown in their saying that ‘Historically, religious conversion 
often resulted involuntarily from conquest or changing preferences of rulers who 
restricted personal religion choices’ (2007: 1). At least some examples of such 
historical ‘conversions’ would likely be rejected by Moscovici as instances of 
compliant behaviour lacking in the requisite private components which attend 
authentic conversions.

If the criticisms just canvassed of Barro’s and Hwang’s approach are sound, then 
it is evidently a live possibility that their study of conversion rates fails to count as 
a study of conversion rates at all. Doubtless some individuals included in the study 
do count as ‘genuine’ converts, though the proportion of such instances remains 
obscure and, consequently, the effects of various policies on the prevalence of such 
instances remains likewise obscure. Whether or not it matters that Barro’s and 
Hwang’s study more closely tracks a phenomenon distinct from conversion depends 
upon the authors’ broader aims. At the very least we might reasonably complain 
of insufficient clarity on their part. A more serious objection involves viewing the 
correlations they identify between various policies and conversion rates as mislead-
ing. We might plausibly suppose that a Moscovician convert is more fervent in their 
commitment than is someone whose change of religious affiliation is more accu-
rately characterised in terms of mere compliance. We might also suppose that those 
committed more fervently to a religion behave in ways that those merely compliant 
with a religion do not. Policy decisions which positively (or negatively) influence 
the proportion of ‘compliant’ religious adherents in a given population must, on 
this basis, be treated separately from those which positively influence the propor-
tion of Moscovician converts. The distinction here though is obscured from view on 
the approach adopted by Barro and Hwang; the relationship between policy choice 
and conversion of a Moscovician kind does not appear as a discrete object of study. 
Obviously, the connection just postulated between Moscovician conversion and 
the exhibition of behaviours not exhibited by merely compliant adherents may fail 
to hold; whether or not it does hold constitutes a separate empirical question. If it 
holds, though, it will be useful to know the effect of educational, religious, and eco-
nomic policies upon the prevalence of conversion so conceived.

Let us examine another contemporary study into religious conversion conducted 
by Ines W. Jindra (2014). Jindra describes her operative definition:

[…] I define conversions as changes in a person’s religious beliefs that can 
happen suddenly or gradually. These changes are accompanied by an alternate 
view of reality and of self, and in general also entail a “reconstruction of one’s 
biography”. (2014: 10)

Jindra goes on to discuss the relationship between ‘gender related experiences’ and 
the character of conversion. A gender related experience is, in this context, an expe-
rience involving the awareness of one’s own gender role. Jindra’s investigation of 
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this issue takes place against the hypothesis that such experiences contribute towards 
an individual’s amenability to conversion. Conversion is presented, on this hypoth-
esis, as offering subjects either a route towards the stability of traditional gender 
roles,7 or freedom from the limitations associated with these roles.

Jindra presents the interesting case8 of a woman who, raised in a Mormon com-
munity, eventually became a Unitarian Universalist. The subject of this study 
describes Mormonism as conservative, and Unitarian Universalism as contrastively 
liberal. The difference between these organisations is especially prominent, accord-
ing to the subject, where issues relating to gender are concerned. The absence, for 
instance, of female figures from theological discussion, clergy membership, and 
positions of authority in the Mormon community is lamented. The subject describes 
these and other features of Mormonism as causing her considerable disquiet. She 
says, in an interview.

All the time I’ve been sitting there in church and speakers would be talking in 
the Mormon church, and I think, ‘no, no, no, I don’t agree with that; I don’t 
agree with it.’ So I would be protesting, protesting, protesting. Every Sunday 
I went home with a migraine – every Sunday evening – because I’d be having 
this argument in my head, and I couldn’t say it without being ostracized. And 
the times that I did I was given positions that... pure silence, assigned. You 
don’t get to choose what you do, and so I was progressively given assignments 
that had less and less responsibility, less and less, insolent to the people, less 
and less contact where I would badly influence somebody else. So I guess that 
is why I have felt so at home in the Unitarian community […]. (2014: 173)

The subject of this study also reports developing an interest in feminism, which she 
views as inconsistent with Mormon teaching, at around the age of nine,9 having been 
introduced to it by her long-suffering mother. The discomfort with Mormon doc-
trine expressed in the just-quoted passage appears, therefore, to have been in place 
at a relatively early stage. Of her initial encounters with Unitarian Universalism, she 
says.

There was the counterpoint to my idea of this very elitist religion. Here was a 
popular religion that was consistent with my more democratic thinking, and it 
felt so comfortable to finally be affirmed in my belief and to have my behav-
iour and my ethics consistent with my religion. (2014: 171)

What is striking is the extent to which the subject views this new organisation as 
fitting with her manner of thinking, behaviour, and ethical inclinations. The sub-
ject does not, in other words, appear to have discovered substantially new material 
with which to furnish her beliefs. Rather, the views of the subject, with respect to 
the issues which are in her view centrally important, appear to have remained rela-
tively stable. Does the subject count as a convert by the lights of Jindra’s definition? 

7  See Davidman (1991).
8  See (2014: 169–174).
9  (2014: 169).
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There is some reason for answering this question in the negative. It does not seem 
that the subject of this study has changed their view of reality or self. The subject 
was possessed of views regarding herself and others which she perceived to be in 
conflict with Mormonism long before her eventual shift in organisational affiliation. 
What has changed in the present case is more accurately characterised in terms of 
institutional membership10 than through reference to doxastic considerations. Jindra 
though clearly does view the relevant subject as a convert, for an investigation into 
that subject’s biography figures as an important case study in a treatment of the rela-
tionship between gender and conversion. If Jindra’s definition appears to rule out 
the subject we have examined from counting as a convert, then we must conclude 
that some alternative, and inexplicit, definition of conversion is in fact employed 
in the determination of appropriate study subjects.11 Those who place great weight 
on the presence of doxastic change will perhaps agree with Jindra’s stated defini-
tion of conversion, and consequently disagree with her description of the subject so 
far discussed as a convert. Other critics who view the supposed phenomenological 
character of religious conversion as essential12 will similarly object that the change 
in institutional affiliation which attends this subject’s conversion is not sufficient for 
their having ‘truly’ converted. Still others who argue that conversion necessarily 
involves moral change13 will find the required features missing from the case under 
consideration. Jindra views the present case as an example in which gender related 
experiences do play a role in the conversion of an individual. If Jindra is wrong to 
count the subject of her study as a convert, then this conclusion is unwarranted.

Let us take stock. I have examined two contemporary studies of conversion in the 
social sciences and offered a number of objections to those studies through appeal to 
competing definitions of conversion. I have not sought to show that either the defini-
tions employed in those studies or those offered by competitors are correct. Rather, 
my aim has been to show just how much depends upon the definition one adopts, 
and to indicate in an inexhaustive fashion something of the definitional variety pres-
ently available. Given the discussion above, the question of just what considerations 
are relevant when choosing a definition of conversion is a pressing one. In other 
words, we have yet to answer the question asked at the outset of this article: on what 
basis does the social scientist choose their definition of conversion? In the next sec-
tion I shall outline a method of answering this question suggested by social scien-
tists which I argue is inadequate.

10  In fact, the subject was not yet a member of the Unitarian Universalist church at the time of interview; 
see (2014: 171).
11  A component of this alternative definition may involve an emphasis on changes of institutional affilia-
tion. If so, Jindra’s view clearly shares features with that of Barro and Hwang.
12  See for example Williams (2020), and Wynn (2012).
13  See Cottingham (2013).
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Philosophy and Social Science

Having identified a vagueness in the operative definition of conversion employed in 
empirical studies, Snow and Machalek go on to offer a corrective to that vagueness 
through the presentation of a more precise proposal. They offer four formal proper-
ties of a convert, where emphasis on the formal character of these properties serves 
to rule in the possibility of conversion which is not religious in character. These four 
properties are related to the ‘talk and reasoning’ (1983: 266) of the convert. Con-
verts may be identified, according to the authors, as individuals exhibiting biograph-
ical reconstruction, the adoption of a master attribution scheme, the suspension of 
analogical reasoning, and the embracement of a master role. The first of these fea-
tures points to changes in the way an individual narrates their personal history. The 
second involves the adoption of one interpretive scheme which informs all causal 
attributions. The suspension of analogical reasoning reflects the disinclination of a 
convert to view their novel circumstances as comparable to others. And finally, the 
embracement of a ‘master role’ involves the viewing of one’s convert status as a role 
prior to the others which one inhabits.

I am less interested in the nature of these formal properties than in the question of 
how Snow and Machalek have chosen them. The authors inform us that, ‘This line 
of analysis was suggested during the course of an ethnographic study of the Nichiren 
Shoshu Buddhist movement in America’ (1983: 260). The approach to definition 
then, appears strongly influenced by empirical findings. That Snow and Machalek 
adopt this strategy is confirmed by their arguments in favour of the definition they 
propose. In support of their suggestion that the suspension of analogical reasoning is 
partially constitutive of conversion they write.

Consider the following example of a Nichiren Shoshu recruit’s use of analogi-
cal metaphor to understand the movement’s recruitment practice referred to 
as Shakubuku: “Doing Shakubuku as a follower of Nichiren Shoshu is just 
like witnessing as a follower of Jesus Christ. Shakubuku is just like proselyt-
izing; it’s just another word for what the Hare Krishna and Jesus people do 
in the streets.” Upon hearing this, a Nichiren Shoshu convert of several years 
turned around and exclaimed: “Shakubuku and proselytizing aren’t the same! 
Shakubuku is to tell somebody about Nam-Myoho-Renge-Kyo! It is a great act 
of mercy and compassion, whereas to proselytize is to put pressure on people 
and force them to come to meetings. The two aren’t the same.” By denying the 
validity of the novice’s analogy, the convert laid claim to a certain incompara-
bility regarding Nichiren Shoshu. (1983: 274, emphasis original)

Snow and Machalek report an observation here in which the suspension of ana-
logical reasoning is apparently exhibited by a convert and not by a ‘recruit’. Given 
that the authors cite empirical study as influencing their choice of definition, we 
must assume that such observations constitute, at least in part, the basis upon which 
that definition is formulated. Here though a ready objection is available. We have 
seen, in section one, that the choice of definition determines the domain of subjects 
upon which research is subsequently conducted. In the present case, though, the for-
mulation of a precise definition of conversion cannot play the role of determining 
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such a domain but instead depends upon that determination having already been 
made. In other words, Snow and Machalek seek to confirm their definition through 
empirical means, where the observation of behaviour exhibited by converts is 
thought to lend that definition support. Observing converts though, such that reports 
of their behaviour count in favour of some definition, requires that converts be iden-
tified for study. The character of an empirical study conducted with a view to pre-
cisifying one’s definition of the subjects studied will clearly be at the mercy of what-
ever definition has already been assumed in the service of identifying those subjects. 
A remark of Peter Winch’s, made in a separate but related context, serves to make 
the point perspicuous:

But the force of the philosophical question cannot be grasped in terms of the 
preconceptions of experimental science. It cannot be answered by generaliz-
ing from particular instances since a particular answer to the philosophical 
question is already implied in the acceptance of those instances […] (1958: 9, 
emphasis added)

While Winch’s ‘philosophical question’ is not, in this context, my own, his descrip-
tion of the relationship between philosophy and science nicely summarises the dia-
lectical territory I have described. In the present case the priority of definition over 
empirical study is manifested in the distinction made between recruit and convert. 
This distinction is made in order that observations of the convert be contrasted with 
those of the recruit; the distinction is therefore also drawn in advance of those obser-
vations. The empirical findings acquired on the basis of that distinction are then 
employed in the subsequent effort to formulate a definition of greater precision.

What these considerations demonstrate is the extent to which the choice of defi-
nition must precede empirical study. Here, it may be argued, is a place for the dis-
tinctively conceptual work familiar to philosophers.14 What is required, according to 
this argument, is an analysis of the concept conversion which is capable of providing 
clarity with respect to a domain of subjects. Such an analysis may proceed in the 
familiar way, through the assessment of proposals against intuitions in given cases. 
The analysis will not, therefore, be carried out in ignorance of the world, though it 
will not consist in an attempt to supplant conceptual work with empirical research.

My view is not, however, that philosophy will serve the social sciences best 
through accurately describing the individually necessary and jointly sufficient con-
ditions which must be met in order that someone count as having converted. Such 
a project may well be of philosophical value, if executable. There are well-known 
Wittgensteinian reasons for thinking that it is not executable; though I aim to remain 
neutral on this issue. In fact, I do not think it is necessary to carry out an analysis 
of that kind in order that philosophy help to supply conceptual clarity to the social 
sciences with respect to the relevant phenomenon. My suggestion is, rather, that phi-
losophy may contribute to supplying the requisite clarity through an engagement 
with particular studies into religious conversion. The philosophical task on this pro-
posal will be to identify, for any given empirical investigation, precisely what has 

14  See Winch (1958: 17–18).
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been studied. Social scientists employ the word ‘convert’ in a number of different 
ways, depending on both their pre-theoretical assumptions as well as the methodo-
logical norms which define their discipline. This much should be clear from the dis-
cussion so far. Conceptual diversity here through threatens to obstruct successful 
inter-disciplinary engagement. It is inappropriate, for instance, to compare a causal 
model aimed at explaining belief change with one constructed on the assumption 
that changes in organisational affiliation constitute conversions. Use of one and the 
same word ‘convert’ obscures the inappropriateness of such comparisons. We may 
facilitate the making of apt comparisons, and concomitantly the recognition of other 
comparisons as inapt, through an analysis of the concept employed by social sci-
entists in the context of particular studies. This exercise will necessarily involve a 
case-by-case treatment of empirical studies, and it will not have as its aim the illu-
mination of conversion’s essential nature. If successful in the proposed endeavour, 
philosophy will have aided in making meaningful comparative studies in the social 
sciences more likely to displace those in which distinct phenomena are mistakenly 
subsumed under one label.

My suggestion here is not that philosophers, considered as a distinctive profes-
sional group, are uniquely able to assess empirical studies in the suggested way. 
Social scientists themselves are well-placed to discern the definitions they have 
either implicitly or explicitly adopted,15 though they do not, as in the case of Jindra, 
appear always to keep their operative definition in view. Rather, it is my conten-
tion that such work is distinctively philosophical, for it consists in identifying, for a 
given domain of subjects, which concepts have precisely that domain as their exten-
sion. This is conceptual, rather than empirical work. Given a concept, it is indeed an 
empirical matter what domain is its extension; we may only find out which things 
are red, for instance, by examining the world. Given a domain, though, one cannot 
appeal to observation in order that the concepts which possess that domain as an 
extension be determined. The relationship between concept and extension is, as it 
were, of an empirical character in one direction, while non-empirical in the reverse. 
It is not my aim in this article to delegate the proposed work to specific groups of 
people, but rather to accurately describe the character of the work in question as 
conceptual in character rather than empirical. Suffice it to say at this stage that col-
laboration between philosophers and social scientists is likely conducive to the best 
results here. The former group are presumably familiar with the methods by which 
it is determined which concept a given domain is an extension of. Philosophers rou-
tinely assess the extensional adequacy of definitions, where doing so involves judg-
ing whether or not some target domain is indeed the extension of the concept(s) 
employed in the proposed definition. The latter group plausibly have a deeper famili-
arity with the domain(s) of subjects relevant to the exercise than do philosophers, 
and also with those concepts peculiar to their area of inquiry.

It may in fact transpire that once it has been identified exactly what has been 
studied in empirical treatments of conversion, the words ‘convert’ and ‘conversion’ 
are found to be unhelpful for future discussions. Assume that we have identified the 

15  My thanks to an anonymous referee for urging greater clarity here.
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operative definition of a convert in some study as, for example, that of a subject 
exhibiting the four formal properties described by Snow and Machalek. It is not 
conducive to clarity that the causal model (dis)confirmed in such a study be subse-
quently characterised in terms of the word ‘conversion’, given the variety we have 
observed in use of that term. This is not to suggest that we adopt an eliminativist 
stance of ontological significance with respect to the relevant phenomenon,16 but 
only to appreciate the heterogenous use made of the offending word. Where such a 
term may, in the context of empirical study, be replaced with others less heterogene-
ously used, the demand for clarity dictates that those replacements be made.
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