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Welcome from the BASR president 

President’s welcome to the BASR 2021 conference 

It is my great honour to welcome you to the 2021 BASR conference. While we will be in 
Edinburgh only virtually, the programme promises an excellent conference at which we will 
celebrate the 50th anniversary of teaching Religious Studies at Edinburgh. My third year as 
the president of the British Association for the Study of Religions will come to an end at the 
AGM this week and I will hand over to Dr Stephen Gregg, the President Elect. 

My tenure as President was very different than expected. The pandemic that also forced us 
to move this year’s conference online, had a huge impact on teaching but also on the way 
we come together. Online meetings, seminars, and, yes, conferences have become the 
norm. Despite these changes, the British Association for the Study of Religions remains 
strong and diverse as this conference shows once again. Though the humanities are under 
threat due to increasing cuts to funding and closure of department across the UK, study of 
religions is still taught in various programmes across UK universities. Consequently, our 
members can be found in departments of humanities, cultural studies, human geography, 
media, philosophy and more. I celebrate this diversity among our membership as it shows 
the significance of the study of religions. But it also opens us to threats and further job 
losses as we lose a disciplinary focus in some universities. The changes in the university 
landscape have also an impact on the next generation as the job market for Early Career 
Scholars is declining. The BASR, which has always been specially welcoming to young 
scholars, is more important than ever. 

We can be proud that the BASR reflects the diversity, not just of the discipline but also of the 
wider society. I have been honoured to be the second president from a Welsh university and 
the fifth female president since BASR was founded in 1954. When I took over the 
presidency, the BASR also made a stand against the insular thinking that had led to the 
UK’s withdrawal from Europe, and I raised awareness of the international connections that 
puts the BASR at the heart of the International Association for the History of Religions and 
the European Association for the Study of Religions. As this conference shows, we can 
celebrate the achievements and the ongoing significance of the study of religions. The 
BASR is the go-to academic home for everyone researching any form of religion, spirituality, 
atheism, and non-religion. 

Professor Bettina Schmidt, University of Wales Trinity Saint David 

President of the British Association for the Study of Religions 
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A virtual welcome from the Conference Organisers 

On behalf of the conference organisers – Dr Claire Wanless, Dr Chris Cotter and myself – I 
extend a very warm welcome to all delegates attending the 2021 annual conference of the 
British Association for the Study of Religions (BASR).  

BASR was founded in 1954 as a member of the International Association for the History of 
Religions (IAHR), founded in Amsterdam in 1950. BASR helped to host the 1975 IAHR 
Quinquennial Congress at the University of Lancaster and later was a core founder of the 
European Association for the Study of Religions (EASR) which held its inaugural conference 
in Cambridge in 2001. In 2013 BASR hosted a second EASR conference in the UK, this time 
in Liverpool. Meanwhile the 50th anniversary conference of the BASR was held at Mansfield 
College, Oxford, in 2004, marked by publication of a selection of keynote addresses from 
previous conferences under the title Religion: Empirical Studies (2004).  

This is the second occasion that the BASR annual conference has met ‘in’ Edinburgh: in 2007 
we gathered in New College in person, in 2021 we gather virtually. This conference marks the 
50th anniversary of the Undergraduate Teaching Programme and (belatedly) the 10th 
anniversary of the Taught Masters Programme in Religious Studies in the School of Divinity 
at Edinburgh. We are also delighted that the conference marks the 175th anniversary of the 
founding of New College, the home of the Religious Studies programme.  And we are 
honoured and pleased that the conference has been designated an IAHR Special Conference 
on account of the relevance of the conference theme for wider discussions.  

So, BASR Edinburgh 2021 is quadruply auspicious! It marks milestones in two Religious 
Studies teaching programmes, it celebrates the 175th year of New College as the home of the 
School of Divinity, and it carries a special designation from the IAHR. 

As described in the Call for Papers, the aim of the conference is to discuss disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary recent pasts and near futures, with a focus on practical outcomes and the 
institutional future of the field. After a period of sharp critique of many of the field’s categories 
and axioms, it feels timely in 2021 to reflect on what the field has positively achieved, the 
challenges it has faced and overcome, and the concrete directions it might now pursue.  

The main scope of the conference is therefore the constitution of ‘Religious Studies’ or ‘Study 
of Religion/s’ in the post-1960s period, during which period the field emerged, consolidated 
and diversified as a new enterprise in higher education programmes. The questions we raised 
included: What research benefits does the Study of Religion/s bring to HEIs? What are its 
strengths in teaching? What pedagogical connections does it make to secondary school and 
adult education? What critical impacts does the field have in wider society, and in what 
directions - and with whom - might this impact be developed? Who are the different audiences 
for the study of religion/s, and how can we engage new audiences without losing existing 
strengths? Which academic disciplines offer strongest synergies for Religious Studies, and 
how can we make the most of these whilst retaining a distinctive ‘Study of Religion/s’ identity?  

Finally, warm thanks to Dr Claire Wanless and Dr Chris Cotter for their hard work in organising 
the conference, and to Rory Dunlop and Cathy Frossard for their administrative assistance. 

Welcome to BASR 2021!  

Dr Steven Sutcliffe 

Senior Lecturer in the Study of Religion, School of Divinity, University of Edinburgh  
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Meet the Edinburgh Conference Organising Committee - 
School of Divinity and Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities 
 
 

             
   
         Dr Claire Wanless                                       Dr Steven Sutcliffe  
         
 
 

                                
 
    Dr Christopher Cotter
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Meet the BASR Executive Committee  
 
 

   
Professor Bettina Schmidt  

President 
Dr Stephen Gregg                  

Secretary 
Dr Christopher Cotter 

Treasurer 
 
   

   
Dr David G. Robertson  

Bulletin Editor (outgoing) 
Dr Theo Wildcroft       

Bulletin Editor 
Dr Suzanne Owen 

JBASR Co-ordinating 
Editor 

 

  
Dr Stefanie Sinclair  

Teaching and Learning Officer 
Dr Angela Puca  

Web Officer 
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Conference Schedule 
 
Monday 6 September 
 
8.45-9.00 Arrival - Log in and Chat 
9.00-9.15 Welcome - 

Professor Bettina Schmidt (BASR President) 
Professor Helen Bond (Head of the School of Divinity) 
Professor Tim Jensen (IAHR President) 
Dr Claire Wanless (Conference Organising Committee)  

9.15-10.15 
 
 

Papers - Session 1 

10.20-11.20 
 
 

Papers - Session 2 

11.20-11.30 
 
 

Coffee 

11.30-12.30 
 
 

Roundtable A 
Reflections on the UK contribution to Religious Studies/Study of 
Religions 

12.30-1.30 
 
 

Lunch 

1.30-2.30 
 
 

Papers - Session 3 

2.35-3.35 
 
 

Papers - Session 4 

3.35-4.00 
 
 

Tea 

4.00-5.00 
 
 

Keynote 1 – Emeritus Professor James Cox  

5.05-6.05 
 
 

Papers - Session 5 

6.05-6.15 
 
 

Break 

6.15-7.15 
 
 

Plenary 
Dr [M] Dudeck / RUINS: Digital Artworks and Religious Studies 

7.30 
onwards 
 

Social time 
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Tuesday 7 September 
 
8.45-9.00 Arrival - Log in and Chat 
9.00-10.00 
 
 

Papers - Session 6 

10.05- 11.05 
 
 

Papers - Session 7 

11.05-11.30 
 
 

Coffee 

11.30-12.30 
 
 

Roundtable B 
Disciplinary Futures: International Perspectives 

12.30-1.30 
 
 

Lunch 

1.30-3.00 
 
 

BASR AGM 

3.05-4.05 
 
 

Papers - Session 8 

4.05-4.30 
 
 

Tea 

4.30-5.30 
 
 

Keynote 2 - Professor Wanda Alberts 

5.35-6.20 
 
 

Plenary 
Closing Discussion on Conference Theme 

6.20 onwards 
 
 

Social time 
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Information for Delegates 
 
This conference is being held on Zoom. There are two Zoom links, one for each of the 
two days of the conference. Delegates will be emailed the links during the week before 
the conference. To join the conference, go to the conference link for that day.  
 
Note that you must make sure that your displayed name on your Zoom account 
corresponds with your registration details to ensure that you gain admittance. 
 
Within the conference the individual paper sessions will be held in four breakout rooms 
for each of the four streams, A, B, C and D. The table on page 11 shows which session 
is in which stream. To attend a session, simply join the appropriate breakout room. 
During the sessions delegates are free to move from stream to stream as they wish, 
or to return at any time to the main conference room. 
 
During sessions, delegates are asked to mute themselves unless they are speaking.  
 
Where possible, chairs and presenters of particular sessions should join the session 
at least five minutes before the start of the session, to make sure that the session can 
begin on time.  
 
Note that the conference timetable must be strictly adhered to, so chairs are asked to 
ensure that their sessions finish exactly when they are scheduled to do so. 
 
During panel sessions and during the breaks, the main conference room will be 
available for delegates to use for informal engagement. 
 
All plenary sessions, the keynote speakers, the RUINS digital art discussion, the 
BASR AGM and all social sessions will take place in the main Zoom room. 
 
There are also breakout rooms set aside for you to meet the publishers who are 
exhibiting at the conference. See pages 19 and 20 for details on how to access these.  
 
If you have any technical difficulties during the conference, please ask one of the 
conference organising committee members for assistance (see above), or use the 
conference chat box to ask for help. 
 
Note that the RUINS minifestival artworks will be available to view from 1st September. 
Access details will be sent out shortly before this date. 
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Conference Timetable (all times are BST) 
 
Monday 6 September, AM 

  Stream A 
Disciplinary and 
Interdisciplinary Futures 

Stream B 
Methodological and 
Theoretical Futures 

Stream C 
Pedagogical and Conceptual 
Futures 

Stream D 
Social and Political Futures 

8.45-9.00 Arrivals – Log in and Chat 
9.00-9.15 Welcome 

Professor Bettina Schmidt, BASR President 
Professor Helen Bond, Head of the School of Divinity 

Professor Tim Jensen, IAHR President 
Dr Claire Wanless, Conference Organising Committee 

9.15-10.15 Session 
1 

Construction,  
De-construction and the 
Traditions of Critique 
– What is a Future 
Disciplinary History of 
the SoR Good For? 
Chair: Alexandra Grieser 
Panellists: 
Justine Bakker 
Alexandra Grieser 
David G. Robertson 

Astrology in Religious 
Studies: New Approaches 
Chair: Konrad Klawikowski 
Panellists: 
Gary Phillipson 
Thomas Sullivan 
Konrad Klawikoski 
Erin Coyne 
 
 
 

Contested Concepts in the 
Study of Religions Part 1 
Chair: George D. Chryssides 
Panellists: 
George D. Chryssides & 

 Amy Whitehead 
Nicholas Campion 
Marion Bowman 
Steven Jacobs 
Graham Harvey 
Angela Puca 
  
 
 
 
 

Religious Toleration and Peace 
(RETOPEA): Engaging the 
present with the past in 
European contexts 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair 
Panellists: 
Patrick Pasture 
John Wolffe 
Riho Altnurme 
Karel Van Nieuwenhuyse 
John Maiden & 

Stefanie Sinclair 10.20-11.20 Session 
2 

Roundtable: De-centring 
the Study of Religion 
Chair: Suzanne Owen 
Panellists: 
Jenny Uzzell 
Opinderjit Takhar 
David Wilson 
Alison Robertson 

11.20-11.30 Coffee 
11.30-12.30 Roundtable A – Reflections on the British Contribution to Religious Studies/Study of Religions 

Chair: Dr Chris Cotter 
Panellists: Dr Marion Bowman, Dr George Chryssides, Dr Wendy Dossett, Dr Ting Guo, Dr Claire Wanless 

12.30-1.30 Lunch 
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Monday 6 September, PM 

1.30-2.30 Session 
3  

Climate Activism and 
the Future of the 
Discipline 
Chair: Claire Wanless 
Panellists: 
Todd Levasseur 
Matthew Stemp 
Maria Nita 
Russell Powell  

New and Alternative 
Spiritualities 
Chair: Angela Puca 
Panellists: 
Shai Feraro 
Elodie Richardet 
Aled Thomas &  

Edward Graham-Hyde 

Transitions from Religious 
Education (RE) to Religion and 
Worldviews: Developments 
and Perspectives Three Years 
On From the Final Report of 
the Commission on Religious 
Education (CoRE) 
Chair: Kevin O’Grady 
Panellists: 
Denise Amelia Cush 
Martha Shaw 
Anthony Towey 
Patricia Hannam 

Prospecting the 
‘Governmateriality’ of 
Indigenous Religions 
Chairs: Arkotong Longkumer & 

Bjørn Ola Tafjord 
Panellists: 
Konsta Kaikkonen 
Arkotong Longkumer 
Aheli Moitra 
Liudmila Nikanorova 
Bjørn Ola Tafjord 
Terje Østebø 

 
2.35-3.35 Session 

4 
Digital Religion & Psychology  
Chair: Suzanne Owen 
Panellists: 
Tim Kinnear 
Ilaria Vecchi 
Bruno Albuquerque 

Worldviews in Practice 
Chair: Marion Bowman 
Panellists: 
David Lewin 
Chris Cotter & Stephen Pett 
Sarah Harvey 

3.35-4.00 Tea 
4.00-5.00 Keynote 1 – Emeritus Professor James Cox, University of Edinburgh (Chair: Professor Bettina Schmidt) 
5.05-6.05 Session 

5 
Interdisciplinary 
Encounters 
Chair: Bettina Schmidt 
Panellists: 
Bárbara Berrocal    

Fonseca 
Jim Clarke 
Stephen Gregg 

Situating Religious Practice 
Chair: Maria Nita 
Panellists: 
Daniel Medeiros de Freitas, 

Carolina Maria Soares 
Lima, Krzysztof Nawratek & 
Bernardo Miranda Pataro 

Ithamar Gruenwald 
Owen Coggins 

BASR Teaching and Learning 
Workshop: Lessons from 
Teaching in a Time of Covid 
Chairs: Stefanie Sinclair &  

Mel Prideaux 

Religion and the Pandemic 
Chair: George D. Chryssides 
Panellists: 
Alex Fry 
Igor Spanò 
Mary Briggs 
 

6.05-6.15 Break 
6.15-7.15 Interdisciplinary Plenary: RUINS - Digital Artworks and the Study of Religion/s 

Chairs: [M] Dudeck and Steven Sutcliffe 
Panellists: Oreet Ashery (Ruskin School of Art), Silvia Battista (Liverpool Hope University), Skawenatti (Concordia University) 

7.30 onwards Social time 
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Tuesday 7 September, AM 

  Stream A – Disciplinary 
and Interdisciplinary 
Futures 

Stream B – Methodological 
and Theoretical Futures 

Stream C – Educational and 
Conceptual Futures 

Stream D – Social and 
Political Futures 

8.45-9.00 Arrivals – log in and chat 
9.00-10.00 Session 

6 
25 Years of Vernacular 
Religion 
Chair: Marion Bowman 
Panellists: 
Marion Bowman 
James Kapaló 
Ruth Illman 

Methodological Explorations 
Chair: Angela Puca 
Panellists: 
Jack Williams 
Joseph Webster 
David Kim 

Contested Concepts in the 
Study of Religions Part 2 
Chair: Amy Whitehead 
Panellists: 
Bettina Schmidt 
Christina Welch 
Steven Sutcliffe 

Religion and Activism  
Chair: Stephen Gregg 
Panellists: 
Ting Guo 
Paul François Tremlett 
Eileen Barker 

10.05-11.05 Session 
7 

Roundtable: Alternative 
Academia and the Future 
of the Discipline 
Chair: Vivian Asimos 
Panellists: 
Vivian Asimos 
Dawn Llewellyn 
Aled Thomas 
Paul-François Tremlett 
 

The Future in Animism: New 
Approaches to Religion with 
Trees  
(extended panel, ends 11.30) 
Chair: Graham Harvey 
Panellists: 
Eliran Arazi 
Nikolas Århem 
Susan M. Darlington 
Youval Rotman 

Teaching & Learning and 
Islamic Studies 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair 
Panellists: 
Imran Visram 
Katharina Völker 
Lynn Revell &  

Kate Christopher 

Studies of Interfaith  
Chair: Paul Hedges 
Panellists: 
Liam Sutherland 
Hugh Goddard 
Lauren Morry 

11.05-11.30 Coffee 
11.30-12.30 Roundtable B - Disciplinary Futures: Some International Perspectives  

Chair: Dr Steven Sutcliffe 
Panellists: Professor Afe Adogame, Professor Carole Cusack, Dr James Kapaló, Professor Terhi Utriainen 

12.30-1.30 Lunch 
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Tuesday 7 September, PM 

1.30-3.00 BASR AGM 
3.05-4.05 Session 

8 
Decolonising the Study of 
Religion 
Chair: David G. 
Robertson 
Panellists: 
Hilde Capparella 
S. Jonathon O’Donnell 
Jennifer Eggert 

Theoretical Explorations 
Chair: Paul-François Tremlett 
Panellists: 
Leonardo Ambasciano 
Claire Wanless 
Armando Salvatore &  

Kieko Obuse 

Beyond Religious Studies 
Teaching 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair 
Panellists: 
James Murphy 
Lucy Peacock 
Céline Benoit,Tim Hutchings 
& Rachel Shillitoe 

Religion and the Nation State 
Chair: Arkotong Longkumer 
Panellists: 
Jacob Barrett 
András Máté-Tóth,  

Réka Szilárdi & 
Zsuzsanna Szugyiczki  

Yeonju Lee 
4.05-4.30 Tea 
4.30-5.30 Keynote 2 – Professor Wanda Alberts, Leibniz Universität Hannover (Chair: Dr Stephen Gregg) 
5.35-6.20 Plenary: Closing Discussion on Conference Theme 
6.20 onward Social Time and Conference End  
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Keynote Speakers 
 
Keynote 1 
Monday 6th September, 4.00-5.00 
 
James Cox 
Emeritus Professor of Religious studies, University of Edinburgh, Scotland 
 

 
 
The Collective Ownership of Knowledge:  
Implications for the Study of Religion/s in Local Contexts 
 
The 2021 Conference of the British Association for the Study of Religions, held in the University 
of Edinburgh, coincides with the fiftieth anniversary of the establishment of a programme in 
Religious Studies at Edinburgh. After tracing developments at the University of Edinburgh, which 
gradually witnessed a move away from a model based on the world religions paradigm towards 
emphasising the centrality of teaching about and conducting research on religions in local 
contexts, this paper argues that discerning future directions in the study of religion/s must begin 
by examining critically the aims and uses of extracting knowledge from localised communities. 
The traditional aim of Religious Studies in its phenomenological guise was to foster 
understanding (Verstehen) of religious traditions by suspending temporarily the researcher’s 
personal and pre-formed academic judgements, by employing an empathetic approach aimed 
at overcoming the insider-outsider problem, and then by creating structures or typologies for 
comparative purposes. This method, which was based on the notion that knowledge produces 
enlightenment, came under severe criticism during the latter part of the twentieth century. 
Alternative interpretations of knowledge were developed, particularly knowledge as power, 
which analysed the way knowledge is obtained and how it is used by those in positions of 
authority. A further stage in research is now emerging that conceives knowledge as collective 
private property, thus challenging the pervasive academic assumption that knowledge of local 
religious traditions is freely accessible to anyone choosing to investigate it. This paper concludes 
that the concept of knowledge as belonging to or being ‘owned’ by various interested parties, 
including the so-called objects of study, provides a clear signpost pointing towards 
methodological, pedagogical and ethical innovations in the academic study of religion/s for the 
twenty-first century. 
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Keynote 2 
Tuesday 7th September, 4.30-5.30 
 
Wanda Alberts 
Professor of the Study of Religion, Leibniz Universität Hannover, Germany 
 

 
 
Studying Religion Critically in Universities and Schools: Bridging the Gap? 
 
This paper traces some characteristic developments in the Study of Religion at universities and 
schools in Britain and Germany, including institutional and programmatic aspects, and reflects 
on how “studying religion critically” may be conceptualised in different educational contexts. 
While many university programmes in the Study of Religion have recently been restructured in 
response to criticisms of “traditional” conceptualisations of religion – not least criticisms of the 
world religions paradigm – school curricula for religious education rarely reflect that kind of 
critical approach. Due to the effective concealment of the epistemic and institutional 
presuppositions underlying many frameworks for religious education, hegemonic discourses 
about religion have been established in many European countries, resting on complex rules of 
the game that are obscure to non-specialists. I have called this “small-i-indoctrination (Alberts 
2019). The Study of Religion at universities, regularly interwoven with Theology, has played a 
part in perpetuating these hegemonic discourses, as the commitment to a truly critical academic 
approach to religion is frequently sacrificed in favour of short term institutional advantages and 
a harmonising habitus that does not define clear borders for the (secular) Study of Religion as 
opposed to (inter)religious approaches. This is reflected back in public expectations towards the 
discipline, with considerable effects on its status, perceived relevance and future prospects. 
 
 
 
  

https://ojs.cepsj.si/index.php/cepsj/article/view/688/380
https://ojs.cepsj.si/index.php/cepsj/article/view/688/380
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RUINS Minifestival of Virtual Art 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
RUINS is a virtual minifestival of time-based art produced and curated by Dr [M]Dudeck for 
BASR 2021. RUINS’ premise - religion as multi-media production and religion as digital art 
artefact - follows Federico Campagna’s argument that cultural producers should create art not 
only for present audiences, but for future audiences who will look upon our remains as the 
ruins of the world they will inherit. 
  
Conference delegates will be given online access to the RUINS artworks on 1st September, 
and are encouraged to view them before the conference begins. Watch out for the email! 
 
Dr [M] Dudeck (University of Edinburgh) will introduce the RUINS artworks followed by 
discussion with three contributors: Dr. Oreet Ashery (Ruskin School of Art, Oxford), Dr. Silvia 
Battista (Liverpool Hope University) and Skawenatti (Concordia University). 
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Plenary Sessions 
 
Monday 6th September, 11.30-12.30 
Roundtable A: Reflections on the British contribution to the Study 
of Religion/s 
 
This roundtable discussion takes on the conference theme by focusing upon the intellectual 
and institutional history, development, and future of our field in the ‘United Kingdom’. At a time 
when many of us have real cause for despair at fate of the arts, humanities, and social 
sciences in UK Higher Education, this panel brings together a range of contributors to take a 
critical but optimistic and personal look at contributions made by scholars connected to these 
nations, their impact upon global Religious Studies, and their continuing relevance for the 
twenty-first century. 
 
Chair: Chris Cotter 
Panellists: Marion Bowman, George Chryssides, Wendy Dossett, Ting Guo, Claire Wanless 
 
 
Tuesday 7th September, 11.30-12.30 
Roundtable B: Disciplinary Futures: International Perspective 
 
This roundtable looks at practical disciplinary futures for the Study of Religion/s. After the 
deconstructive-poststructuralist turn of the last 30 years, with its full-on critique of ‘religion’ and 
‘religious studies’, what constructive and positive possibilities can we imagine for the Study of 
Religion/s as an academic field? Of course, the data for ‘religion/s’ do not belong to Religious 
Studies but are open to (excellent) analysis by other fields and disciplines. And religion/s are 
not going away any time soon: neither within the academy, where many disciplines could benefit 
from our expertise, nor in the wider world where religion/s retain a powerful public presence. 
What positive difference(s) can the Study of Religion/s make as an academic disciplinary field? 
 
Chair: Steven Sutcliffe 
Panellists: Afe Adogame, Carole Cusack, James Kapaló 
 
 
Tuesday 7th September, 1.30-3.00 
British Association for the Study of Religions AGM 
 
The annual business meeting of the BASR with reports by the office bearers and various items 
for discussion. All delegates are very welcome to attend but only BASR members may vote. A 
full agenda for the AGM will be sent out before the conference.  
 
 
Tuesday 7th September, 5.35-6.20 
Plenary: Closing Discussion on Conference Theme 
 
A chance to reflect together on the theme of the conference in the light of the various 
contributions of the last two days. All conference participants welcome to attend and join in the 
discussion. 
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Conference offer: 35% off selected religious studies books when you enter the discount 
code BRSBASR21 at the checkout. Valid until 31st December 2021. 
 
To discuss a book proposal, upcoming project, or for any other queries, please contact our 
editors Stuart Hay and Lucy Carroll. Stuart will be available in the Bloomsbury Academic 
breakout room between 10am and 4pm on both days of the conference. Email to book a meeting 
slot at: stuart.hay@bloomsbury.com. 
 
Follow this link to see discounted titles and sign up for our newsletter. 
 

 

mailto:stuart.hay@bloomsbury.com
mailto:lucy.carroll@bloomsbury,com
mailto:stuart.hay@bloomsbury.com
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/discover/superpages/academic/bloomsbury-religious-studies-at-basr-annual-conference-2021/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/discover/superpages/academic/bloomsbury-religious-studies-at-basr-annual-conference-2021/
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Our editor Valerie Hall will be available in the Equinox Publishing breakout room,  
for a chat during the conference breaks and by appointment by emailing in advance at 
vhall@equinoxpub.com. 
 
Conference offer: 25% off books ordered from the Equinox website using the code 
BASR21. Valid until the end of September 2021. 
 
Click this link to download the full conference flyer with all our latest titles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

RELIGION
NEW BOOKS FROM  
EQUINOX PUBLISHING

25% discount on all books at  
equinoxpub.com with the code BASR21

NEW IN  PAPERBACK

NEW IN  PAPERBACK

mailto:vhall@equinoxpub.com
https://www.equinoxpub.com/home/religion/
https://basrblog.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/basr21-flyer-a4-1.pdf
https://basrblog.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/basr21-flyer-a4-1.pdf
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Parallel Sessions 

Stream A – Disciplinary and Interdisciplinary Futures 
 
Stream A, Session 1 
 
Construction, De-construction and the Traditions of Critique –  
What is a Future Disciplinary History of the SoR Good For? 
Chair: Alexandra Grieser  
 
Envisioning the future of the Study of Religion in times of massive changes in the cultures of 
knowledge production requires rethinking its past as well. Since the concept of a critical History 
of Science has been established – linked to the work of Georges Canguilhem, Ludwik Fleck and 
Thomas Kuhn – the focus has been on the natural sciences. Only rarely does such scholarship 
explore the role that models and theories play in the humanities, let alone in the Study of 
Religion/s (SoR), and how these impact the wider cultures in which they develop. In turn, while 
the reflective potential of “doing disciplinary history” has played a big part in rethinking 
approaches, concepts and the structural conditions under which the SoR developed, the 
different national academic traditions know too little about one another and critiqued practice 
proves difficult to change. This panel aims to open the floor for discussing how recent critical 
debates might inform the future disciplinary history of the SoR, responding to calls for change – 
while also accepting the need to historize these critical approaches themselves. We hope to 
stimulate the discussion by providing three perspectives: the (im)possibility of decolonizing the 
study of religion; the role of Europe and Eurocentrism in a global history of the SoR; and the 
need to take seriously the epistemological issues of the field. 

Justine Bakker  
“Doing Disciplinary History” with Sylvia Wynter  

Building on the recent work of Malory Nye, An Yountae, and several other scholars, this short, 
exploratory paper asks what decolonial approaches and theories might offer the study of 
religion. Specifically, it turns to the writings of Caribbean cultural critic Sylvia Wynter (in 
particular: 1984; 1995; 2003; 2015). Perhaps most widely known for her expansive, thorough 
analysis of the nature and origins of the Du Boisian “color line,” Wynter’s vast oeuvre also 
includes profound reflections on the intersections of race, the production of knowledge, and 
disciplinary formation. Taking these writings as starting point, my paper will identify various ways 
in which the concept of “religion” and religious studies curricula—even if inadvertently—were 
and continue to be grounded in and revolve around “Man,” which is Wynter’s term for the white, 
Western, imperialist iteration of being human. It seeks to demonstrate, in other words, the 
pervasive influence of “Man” in the history of the discipline; and asks, too, how and where this 
can be changed.  

Alexandra Grieser  
“Are we through with understanding Europe?" – the history of (the study of) religion as 
a medium of critique  

Recent calls for “provincializing Europe” (D. Chakrabarty) and the massive critique of “big 
concepts” such as modernity and secularity were instrumental in developing new perspectives 
for the study of culture. Even the fiercest critics (I. Wallerstein, T. Asad), however, emphasize 
that a critical global history of the religious and the secular not only requires an understanding 
of worldwide interconnectedness, but a rethinking of Europe’s role as well. Yet, what better 
models do we have to understand the formative processes and dynamics theorized as 
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modernization, and how do these relate to the current debates about the “decline of the 
West”? This paper discusses different approaches to “understanding Europe” through the lens 
of an entangled history of religion and its scientific study. In addition to the analysis of the colonial 
conditions and the inescapable Eurocentrism of the SoR on both an ideological and an 
epistemological level, this allows to include the religious productivity of this “European 
constellation” (B. Gladigow) and to discuss models that may contribute to specify the project of 
a collaborative global history of religion.  

David G. Robertson  
Why the Study of Religion needs an Epistemic Turn  

As Steve Fuller has recently argued (2020), we are living through a reconfiguration of our 
knowledge cultures as seismic as the Reformation. The monopoly of any one group over 
knowledge claims is collapsing; decolonisation and “post-Truth” are in this respects two sides of 
the same coin. If SoR is to have a future, it has to address that “religion” is part of this system. 
Drawing on work by Fuller and Timothy Fitzgerald, this short presentation will first argue that the 
fundamental problem in the Study of Religion revealed through deconstruction and disciplinary 
histories is epistemological – that is, it is a question of how we deal with different kinds of 
knowledge claims. Second, I will outline an approach drawing on social epistemology, in which 
these different types of knowledge claims become central to our analysis. Finally, I will suggest 
that this offers a future direction for the SoR which supports the unique insights without 
perpetuating, mystifying and legitimizing the colonial-Protestant-patriarchal-capitalist episteme. 

 

Stream A, Session 2 
 
Roundtable Discussion: De-centring the Study of Religion 
Chair: Suzanne Owen 
 
Each of the panellists will speak on an aspect of "de-centring" the study of religion whether 
looking at marginalised groups or boundary cases on what counts as "religion". Owen will 
introduce the topic and discuss how the study of Druids and First Nations sheds light on 
assumptions about the category of religion. Uzzell will speak about the tension between 
'marginal' religion (as in Druidry and Paganisms more widely) and the people who make up 
those religions who are, by and large, not marginalised within wider society, and the 
implications that has for those religions and for claims to indigeneity. Takhar will talk about 
issues arising from using the term religion with Sikhism and current nuances around using 
SIKHI in place of SIKHISM. Wilson will argue that phenomena accepted and explored by 
fringe religious practitioners has tended to be excluded in religious studies because it is either 
unable to develop an appropriate methodology or it denies or self-censors in the interests of 
credibility or relevance within a materialist approach to human experience. Robertson will bring 
us back to the topic of boundary cases and what constitutes religion but with an emphasis on 
who is invested in maintaining the religion/non-religion binary and why. 

Panellists:  
Jenny Uzzell 
Opinderjit Takhar 
David Wilson 
Alison Robertson 
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Stream A, Sessions 3 & 4 
 
Climate Activism and the Future of the Discipline  
Chair: Claire Wanless 
 
Study of religion and ecology has perhaps been traditionally seen as a somewhat niche pursuit. 
However, as the climate crisis deepens, religious and moral arguments are increasingly evoked 
to justify the urgency of action by everybody from eco-activists to governments. Meanwhile, 
however, the climate change movement itself exemplifies and exacerbates divisions and 
problems inherent in our wider society. This panel will explore key issues around the intersection 
between religion and ecology, and how those can inform the direction of study of religion more 
broadly.  Matt Stemp begins by advocating a turn away from interrogation of religion as an 
analytic category in the field itself towards live discourse around 'religion' as it relates to the 
contemporary debate in activist circles around climate justice, race and decolonisation. Russell 
Powell argues that consideration of religion in a time of climate crisis necessitates a theoretical 
approach that integrates experience, meaning and power. Maria Nita uses her ethnographic 
research data on Extinction Rebellion to argue for the use of ritualised behaviour as a lens for 
study of contemporary culture, and Todd Levasseur concludes by arguing for the importance of 
a focus on religion and nature/ecology/sustainability to the ongoing relevance of religious studies 
courses. The last half hour of the session will move to a roundtable discussion between the four 
panellists, in which we will aim to bring together the various approaches.  
 
Todd Levasseur 
Future Directions for Religious Studies:  It’s All About (Climate) Adaptation 
 
This presentation does two things. It begins by reflecting on and outlining the development of 
the subfield of religion and nature/ecology, pointing to key figures, publications, publishing 
venues, guiding research questions, and theoretical approaches to this type of study of 
religion.  Given the conference’s focus on post-1960s developments the focus on religion and 
nature/ecology is appropriate in that it was impacted by both Lynn White Jr.’s 1967 article in 
Science magazine, “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis” that blamed Western 
Christianity for earthen destruction; and the onset of the “Age of Ecology” in the 1970s.  These 
and other fault lines that fed into the now vibrant subfield of religion and nature/ecology will be 
adumbrated.  With this overview of the subfield in place, the presentation shifts to reflection on 
the questions of improving the curriculae, catering to different audiences, and remaining relevant 
that face the entire field of religious studies.  It will be argued that from the 2030s onwards those 
classes, programs, and publications that do not at the very least peripherally speak to adapting 
to climate change, or that do not include a focus on religion and nature/ecology (and now, 
sustainability) interactions, will be at a competitive and theoretical disadvantage.  It will be further 
argued that a religious studies future without a focus on religion and 
nature/ecology/sustainability in a context of rapid climate change means that as a whole the 
field of religious studies will lose its relevance outside of a few introductory courses and 
atrophied departments at larger universities.  

Matthew Stemp 
The Mobilisation of ‘Religion’ in the New Climate Activism: Towards a Climate Justice 
Agenda for the Critical Study of Religion 

Following familiar trends in religious studies, recent scholarship in Religion and Ecology and the 
emerging field of Religion and Climate Change has centred around interrogating essentialist 
and universalist categories in research on ‘(implicitly) religious’ environmentalism (e.g. Tomalin 
2009, Clay 2011, Jenkins 2017, Baugh 2019). What remains largely unexplored, however, is 
how discourse around ‘religion’ is performed by the wide range of actors involved in climate 
change, understood as a social drama (cf. Smith & Howe 2015). In this paper, I explore the 
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potential for the critical study of religion (CSR) to contribute to the analysis of such performances 
in terms of climate justice, in light of the emerging ideology of ‘fossil fascism’ and its far-right 
framing of climate as a national security threat (Malm et al. 2021). Drawing on discourse analysis 
of Extinction Rebellion UK’s mobilisation rhetoric, together with Maldanado-Torres’s (2014, 
2017) analysis of religion and race in modernity/coloniality, I show how the category of ‘religion’ 
has been employed in the new climate activism to obscure or reject climate justice framings. 
CSR therefore has a crucial role to play in shaping the climate justice agenda, opening up many 
new avenues for future research on social performances of climate change.  

Maria Nita 
Why Extinction Rituals? Understanding Cultural Transmission, Innovation and Change 
through the Lens of Ritual Practice 
     
In this paper I draw on my own ethnographic work with the Extinction Rebellion movement to 
investigate public rituals during protest actions, as I argue that by looking at these practices as 
post-Christian, and by addressing the Christian roots evident in the semiotics of British eco-
protest culture, we are granted a new understanding of religion and ritual behaviour. I will 
examine the eco-Pagan and post-Christian inheritance in XR, by delving into extinction rituals 
and particularly protest death rituals, which are used by activists to explore extinction, at the 
boundary between death, murder and suicide: these are funerary rites lacking memorialisation 
and celebration. My paper makes a case for using ritualised and religious behaviour, in 
conjunction with a diachronic outlook, as a scholarly lens for understanding contemporary 
cultures. This I will show can help us examine dynamic, interconnected processes of cultural 
transmission, cultural innovation and cultural change.    
 
Russell Powell 
Experience, Meaning, and Power: Integrated Religion in an Age of Climate Crisis  
  
In his 2014 book Visions of Religion, Stephen Bush develops a unified theory of religion as a 
social practice that integrates the concepts of experience, meaning, and power.  Whereas 
religion has conventionally been characterized in terms of one of these three concepts, Bush, 
relying on Wittgenstein’s rejection of private language, argues religion plays out against a social 
background where inferential relations within communities make religious experiences—both 
individual and collective—possible.  This paper will argue for the advantage of theorizing religion 
in an age of climate crisis in the way Bush does.  Consider how, in activist communities’ political 
responses to climate change, social practice arrangements of experience, meaning, and power 
are each at play.  Bush’s integrated theory of religion helps us see that religious experiences of 
grief, for instance, are not merely subjective, nor should they be treated as universal or 
transcultural.  Religious meaning in the Anthropocene, similarly, should not be understood as 
only mentalistic.  And power in religious responses to climate adaptation abides in discourse, 
practices, and bodies in ways inclusive of meaning and experience.   
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Stream A, Session 5 
 
Interdisciplinary Encounters 
Chair: Bettina Schmidt  
 
Bárbara Berrocal Fonseca 
An Example of Interdisciplinary Approaches in the Study of Religions: A Dialogue 
Between Postmodern and Rabbinic Hermeneutics  
 
The way we deal with texts has been widely dicussed within Postmodern Hermeneutics. This is 
the case of Paul Ricoeur’s theory of text, which invites the reader to engage with a new 
relationship with written materials. However, his proposal is not as original as it may seem: In 
the 1st century C.E. a new way of dealing with texts was evolving in Palestine. This impulse 
arose as a heterodoxical religious view and grew gradually stronger, to the point of eventually 
conforming Rabbinical Judaism in the 4th century C.E. Rabbis kept a special and intimate 
relationship with their sacred texts, producing dialectical dynamics between what was written 
and its interpretation, closely related to the divine revelation in motion. The conceptual frame of 
these dynamics is very distant from postmodern philosophical perspectives, but at the same 
time they deal with quite similar issues. Approaching the rabbinical relationship with their texts 
from our postmodern perspective would have interesting consequences: this interdisciplinary 
research reveals some aspects of Rabbinic Hermeneutics that have been considered as 
secondary. Those features will provide us with interesting practical examples for Ricoeur ́s 
proposals, with no less interesting and challenging conclusions on our current philosophical 
notions related to text and reference. 
 
Jim Clarke 
Faith in the Future: Defining Religious Futurism 
 
Futurism is an attempt to read the present through how it depicts the future. This means 
analysing cultural outputs which address future-related themes. Recently this area has 
expanded to examine how previously marginalised visions of the future, emerging primarily from 
non-Caucasian communities, of which Afrofuturism is the most prominent, envisage the road 
ahead. Religious faiths have not been excluded from this process, despite the predominance of 
atheist beliefs among producers of Science Fiction and other futurisms. However, they are only 
recently attaining similar levels of academic attention. Religious futurism can help us understand 
not only how art, but by extension society, is responding to evolutions in world theology in real-
time. It can allow us to process better the roles of religion in the world by understanding better 
how the world imagines religion will function in years to come. A framework for taxonomising 
religious futurisms is now needed due to the wide range of territory the term covers. This paper 
will approach the study of religion from the point of view of its reception and depiction in visions 
of the future. It also aims to propose religious futurism as a critical perspective. 
 
Stephen Gregg 
The Study of Religion ‘after’ TRS? The challenges and opportunities of 
Interdisciplinary Futures in a time of Fragmentation  

This paper will attempt to address one of the pressing contemporary concerns of Religious 
Studies / Study of Religion – the place of the discipline within the structure of modern HEIs, and 
the impact on the identity and nature of our field of study. Tracing the recent developments and 
definitions of RS/SoR, the paper will explore in particular the relationship between RS/SoR and 
Theology – not with recourse to well played out arguments over methodologies, but politically 
and strategically for RS/SoR. Drawing on the recent BA Report on TRS and subsequent BASR 
Response, in addition to collegiate discourse, I will argue for a ‘marriage of convenience’ within 
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strict parameters aimed at protecting the identity of RS/SoR. I will further reflect on the 
challenges and opportunities of making this wish a reality in the current political landscape of 
the HE sector. Additionally, the paper will suggest a strategy for future development and 
protection of RS/SoR by arguing for a far greater focus on interdisciplinary engagement than 
has previously been strategized – in collaboration, but also with an emphasis on applying recent 
RS/SoR approaches to ‘religion’ beyond our areas of research. As I have previously argued at 
BASR, RS/SoR has become a ‘muted voice’ – the next challenge is to formulate a specific 
strategy to reverse this trend.  

 

 
Stream A, Session 6 

 
Panel: 25 Years of Vernacular Religion 
Chair: Marion Bowman 

It is now more than a quarter century since Leonard Norman Primiano’s seminal article 
‘Vernacular Religion and the Search for Method in Religious Folklife’ really launched the concept 
of Vernacular Religion to denote the study ‘religion as it is lived: as human beings encounter, 
understand, interpret, and practice it’ (Primiano 1995: 44). This panel will celebrate, reflect upon 
and review Vernacular Religion’s reception and utility, explore some misconceptions, problems 
and future trajectories, and spotlight contexts in which it has been enthusiastically and creatively 
embraced.  

Marion Bowman 
Situating Vernacular Religion 

Having first used the term in a 1985 article (‘Feminist Christian Songs: Occasions of Vernacular 
Religious Belief’), it was Leonard Primiano’s ‘Vernacular Religion and the Search for Method in 
Religious Folklife’ published in 1995 which increasingly attracted attention and has brought 
about significant refocussing in both Religious Studies and Folklore/ Folkloristics/ Ethnology in 
relation to how we might describe, study and conceptualise the messy, complex and creative 
reality of the ways in which people are religious in their everyday lives. This paper explores and 
contextualises Vernacular Religion’s interdisciplinary roots, its reception, and the ways in which 
the concept has been misconstrued, debated and developed (not least by Primiano himself) 
over the past 25 years.  

James Kapaló 
The power and seductiveness of the vernacular: scholars, “stuff”, agents and evidence 

Vernacular religion, both as a methodological approach and as a conceptual lens, has gained 
increasing traction amongst European scholars, and nowhere more so than in Central and 
Eastern Europe. In this paper, I reflect on the impact and particular resonance of ‘vernacular 
religion’ scholarship witnessed in the region whilst revisiting my earlier reservations in relation 
to the vernacular-turn. I explore the seductive qualities of the ‘religious stuff’ that scholars of 
religion describe, interrogate and collect as ‘vernacular’ and how these studies contribute 
important insights on the gendered, material, political, creative and agentive dimensions of 
religious life. 
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Ruth Illman 
What is Unique about Vernacular Religion? 
 
In recent years, several analytical approaches to the study of religion in everyday life have 
developed with the shared aim to capture religion as a complex, contextual, and changing 
component of life. Among these, vernacular religion offers one way to account for ethnographies 
of everyday life. What is the unique contribution of vernacular religion to the study of religions? 
Is it distinguished from other similar analytical approaches, such as lived religion? Do they offer 
complementary or contrasting epistemologies? To exemplify the vernacular religion approach in 
practice, an ongoing project on Jewish everyday life in Finland is presented. 
 
 
 
Stream A, Session 7 
 
Roundtable: Alternative Academia and the Future of the Discipline 
Chair: Vivian Asimos 
 
As the academic study of religion faces an increasingly uncertain future, scholars are faced with 
the challenge of maintaining the relevance of the subject to those outside the ivory tower of 
academia. Many issues facing Religious Studies, as well as the social sciences and humanities 
more broadly, are not new to many at the BASR. These issues involve the need to disseminate 
research in new ways, promoting accessibility, and demonstrating the importance of our 
discipline through engaging directly with those outside the academic landscape. However, 
achieving this can be much more difficult to grasp. This roundtable seeks to explore not only the 
issues facing religious studies as a discipline, but also to directly provide solutions. Alternative 
forms of academia may provide the answer for how religious studies as a discipline can survive 
and thrive in the 21st century. 
 
Panellists: 

Vivian Asimos 

Dawn Llewellyn  

Aled Thomas 

Paul-François Tremlett  
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Stream A, Session 8 
 
Decolonising the Study of Religion 
Chair: David G. Robertson 
 
Hilde Capparella 
Decolonisation, Ontology and Authenticity in Rastafari Languaging 
 
This paper focuses on Rastafarianism and social practices relating to speech, sound and texts. 
Previous studies on Rastafarianism have shown how the religion spread through migration and 
popular culture, crossing national and cultural-religious barriers, leading to the creation of new 
religious-cultural eclectic identities. This research builds on previous studies and is based on 
fieldwork conducted in the UK and Italy among various Rasta communities. In particular, my 
paper explores Rasta practices around speech, sound and text showing how they are 
intertwined with decolonisation (name-switching), sonic ontology (chanting and performance) 
and authenticity (Ge’ez and sacred text). I describe these social practices as “languaging” as a 
means of pointing to the lived experience of being Rastafari. 
 
S. Jonathon O’Donnell 
Remapping American Demonologies with Queer and Black Studies: Delineating 
Deviation, Articulating Absence 
 
Christian demonology has become increasingly central to the transnational religious and political 
landscape, galvanising ascendent white Christian nationalist movements in Europe and 
America. However, contemporary demonology has been given little sustained attention within 
the Study of Religions. Scholarship on demonology has predominantly focused either on early 
modernity or framed it as a form of violent, self-consolidating othering without close attention to 
its conceptual content. These framings obscure both the complexity of demonology in 
Christianities today, and how contemporary systems of dehumanisation often operate with 
concepts rooted in Christian demonologies: wilful deviance, ontological invalidity, and denial of 
reproductive capacity. These concepts have been substantively theorised in Queer and Black 
Studies, which have shown their centrality to regimes of homophobia and antiblackness. 
Through a critical reading of recent American evangelical texts that situate struggles over sexual 
and racial (in)justice through demonology, this paper brings Queer and Black Studies into 
dialogue with the Study of Religions to demonstrate the necessity of these fields for theorising 
demonology today and its intersections with secularised structures of power, identity, and 
dehumanisation. In the process, it demonstrates the necessity of conscious and critical 
interdisciplinarity if the Study of Religions is to fully theorise contemporary religious lifeworlds. 
 
Jennifer Eggert 
Beyond Western Approaches: Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability and Learning 
(MEAL) and Faith in the Development and Humanitarian Sector 
 
There is an increasing awareness of the contribution of faith actors to development and 
humanitarian action, which goes hand in hand with a recognition that international secular 
approaches are not always suited for engagements with local faith communities. Other areas of 
faith and development/humanitarian aid have received increased attention in recent years; 
however, we still know relatively little about Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability and Learning 
(MEAL) and faith. Based on 31 in-depth interviews with (secular and faith-based) 
development/humanitarian practitioners, academics and local faith actors, this paper discusses 
challenges and opportunities of international MEAL practices in partnerships with faith actors. 
While Western approaches dominate most contemporary debates on MEAL and faith, this paper 
includes Western and non-Western organisations from a range of different faith traditions. It 
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shows that not all faith actors in development and humanitarian aid practice Western forms of 
MEAL and not all see a need to change that, as they have developed other forms of 
accountability, learning, and the sharing of experiences that are rooted in their faith tradition. 
The paper therefore aims to contribute to a normalisation of decolonised approaches in the 
sector, with a view to unsettling existing power dynamics and helping redefine what is important 
and who determines it as such within the context of MEAL.  
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Stream B – Methodological and Theoretical Futures 
 
Stream B, Sessions 1 and 2 
 
Astrology in Religious Studies: New Approaches 
Chair: Konrad Klawikowski 

Astrology – the apprehension of earthly events and circumstances based on the position on 
stellar bodies – is a practice with a long history. In the United Kingdom, astrology reached its 
peak public position in the 17th century before it was discredited after the Enlightenment. 
Astrology did not go away, however, and it has survived, with varying fortunes, until the present 
day, where it is mostly found amongst the field of new spiritualities. Despite its current position, 
it remains understudied in Religious Studies as a whole. Things are changing, and this panel 
presents three papers focused on astrology as a living practice as found in British society. The 
interdisciplinary nature of the papers finds its parallel in the field of Religious Studies itself. First, 
Garry Phillipson (University of Wales Trinity St. David) frames astrology as a divinatory practice 
and explores it in the context of panpsychism, questioning whether this philosophical position 
undercuts or vindicates the practice. Second, anthropologist Thomas Sullivan (University of 
Manchester) analyses his auto-ethnographical experience of an astrological consultation in the 
context of the nature of gender and time as presented by his astrologer informant. Third, Konrad 
Klawikowski (University of Edinburgh) uses astrologer-client ethnographic data to analyse the 
issue of religious authority in light of claims of ultimate self-authority made by astrologers on 
behalf of their clients. Finally, Erin Coyne provides an analysis of western astrology’s 
interpretations and uses of gender. The last half hour of the session will move to a roundtable 
discussion between the four panellists. 

Garry Phillipson 
Astrology as a Test Case for Panpsychism 

Panpsychism - the view that consciousness inheres in all materiality - is resurgent. This follows 
partly from the continuing failure of philosophers and neuroscientists to resolve the ‘hard 
problem of consciousness’ – the question of how a purely material organism could generate 
consciousness, or even the appearance thereof. Another factor is the advocacy of philosophers 
such as Galen Strawson and Philip Goff. This talk will weigh the philosophical and cosmological 
consequences of panpsychism by taking astrology as a test case and considering: if 
panpsychism is true, what consequences would follow for astrologers, their clients and their 
critics? The possibility that astrology should be conceived as a form of divination will be 
discussed. Dependent on the way in which each is portrayed, panpsychism may vindicate 
astrology or cut the ontological ground from beneath it. The issues arising will be considered, 
both for astrology and also for various forms of divination, alternative healing practices such as 
acupuncture, and the assumptions that inform our relationship (or lack thereof) to the universe 
in which we find ourselves.  

Thomas Sullivan 
The Genders of Time: Ethnographic Methods and Contemporary Astrological Models 
of Gender 

Ethnographic fieldwork allows researchers to radically change their conceptual stock through 
intimate interactions with others. During ethnographic fieldwork in a spiritual community in a 
town in Britain, I received a “humanistic” astrological natal chart consultation which focused on 
issues of gender and sexuality in my life. This paper explores the ways in which gender and time 
were thought and talked about during this consultation, not by re-defining those terms, but 
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through creating new concepts and models. In the case of this consultation, the continually 
changing relations between points in the sky and their movement as the Earth rotates were 
conceived of as creating a kaleidoscope of genders, uniquely instantiated at each person’s birth. 
These kaleidoscopes represent how individuals interact with all possible forms of gender and 
gendered figures throughout their life - masculine, feminine, and otherwise. In tracing this model, 
I bring the anthropological methodology of the “ontological turn” into the study of esotericism, 
grounding it as a minimalist methodology of creating concepts and logics from field sites. In 
doing so, scholars of religion can create thought from our fields, with radical possibilities for 
moving scholarship away from reproducing concepts and models etic to the lived realities of our 
interlocutors.  

Konrad Klawikowski 
Authority in the Astrologer-Client Interaction: Nuancing Self-Authority 

In the field of new spiritualities, one often hears claims that an adherent’s ultimate locus of 
legitimation is found in their own subjectivities – that is, within their own inner states such as 
their thoughts, feelings, dreams or intuitions. This is conceived of (by both scholars and 
adherents) as being in contrast to institutional religion, where it is said that one’s religiosity is 
legitimated by external authorities such as a religious leader or a foundational text like the Bible 
or the Qu’ran. Paul Heelas devised the concept of self-spirituality to explain this claim of inner 
authority and designated it as one of the fundamental features of religious activity in this 
field. Drawing from my own in-progress fieldwork with contemporary astrologers based in the 
United Kingdom (which includes interviews with practising astrologers and recordings of 
astrological consultations), I will show that, while the claim of ultimate self-authority is made by 
astrologers on behalf of their clients, it manifests in a form in the consultation that is somewhat 
less straightforward than Heelas presents. I will argue that astrologers, as expert religious 
practitioners, inherently hold a certain level of authority in the consultative space, but without 
necessarily having the means or the desire to enforce it. Instead, my data suggests that a 
modified version of Matthew Wood’s concept of multiple, relativized authorities is a better 
explanatory framework. 

Erin Coyne 
Astrology’s Conceptualisation of Gender 
 
Can astrology be used as a tool to understand gender in a more nuanced way? This paper will 
examine western astrology’s interpretations and uses of gender. It will argue that astrology has 
the potential to provide a more complex awareness of the way we receive and implement gender 
as a category, whilst acknowledging its limitations. Western cultural standards have set the 
scene for astrology in the modern world to be interpreted. Thus, astrologer’s biases are 
observably peppered into their work. Through investigation, it is fair to say that astrology, 
separate from the influence of writers in its field, is complex with regards to its perception of 
gender. Overall, lack of academic literature on the topic demonstrates that the relationship 
between gender and astrology is an under-researched topic. 
 
The remainder of the double session will be a roundtable discussion of issues raised. 
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Stream B, Session 3 
 
New and Alternative Spiritualities 
Chair: Angela Puca 
 
Shai Feraro  
Studying Occult and New Age Spirituality Bookshops as Sites for the Production and 
Exchange of Rejected Knowledge in the UK, c. 1893 - c. 1993 
 
This paper presents exploratory notes from my ongoing research project, which focuses on 
occult and New Age spirituality bookshops in Britain and aims to illuminate their function as hubs 
and arenas for the transference of knowledge and information within these respective milieus, 
c. 1893 - c.1993. Its time frame is dictated by the founding of Watkins Books – one of the first 
establishments in London to dedicate itself specifically to occult and esoteric literature – and by 
the rise of the Internet, which has become the chief arena for the exchange of relevant 
knowledge, thus eliminating the primacy and – in the case of the occult subcultures – sometimes 
even the very exclusivity of the bookshop. This project is vital for understanding the proliferation 
of new and alternative religions in western societies and opens a new line of wider 
historiographical enquiry with the UK as a test case, answering longstanding questions 
regarding the material availability of ‘occult’ and ‘new age’ reading materials during the 
Twentieth Century and their impact on wider British – and Western – society. 

 
Elodie Richardet 
New spiritualities, a socialization to liminality 
 
In my PhD research in anthropology (Richardet, 2021), I compared hypnosis, neo-shamanism 
and Jungian active imagination around a common practice: the use of “images” (metaphors, 
vision, archetypes, symbols, etc.). I carried out seventy-two interviews (twenty-four therapists, 
three long interviews each). These therapists are considered by their peers to be experts in their 
field in French-speaking Switzerland. My research questions were: what are the benefits for 
people of investing in these so-called "alternative" practices? To what extent do these practices 
reveal something about our culture? Based on the analysis of these interviews, I hypothesize 
that “alternative” therapies, most often associated with “alternative” spiritualities, that are 
drawing an increasing number of people since the 1970s, are less to be understood as therapies 
aimed at treating pathologies but as a socialization with "liminality", making it possible to face 
the plural realities of our contemporary multicultural and interconnected societies. 

Aled Thomas and Edward Graham-Hyde 
Seeking New Approaches to the ‘Alternative Religions’: The Death of NRM Studies? 

This paper concerns future approaches to New Religious Movements (NRMs) in the wider 
academic study of religions. Despite the best efforts of scholars embroiled in the so-called ‘Cult 
Wars’ of the 1970s/80s, ‘cultic rhetoric’ is currently experiencing a renewal of interest in media 
and public discourse surrounding intersections of religion and politics. In an attempt to move the 
discipline forward, this paper argues that the World Religions Paradigm has marginalised the 
study of NRMs to a detrimental extent, resulting in perceptions of new or minority religions in 
academic discourse as ‘other’ or even ‘lesser’. Accordingly, the authors outline how the field of 
‘NRM Studies’ can be integrated within the centre ground of the wider study of religions, wherein 
normally separated paradigms become the study of ‘contemporary religion’, which understands 
religion (new or otherwise) as the lived realities of everyday people. To this end, this paper will 
call for a public-facing field of contemporary religion, which moves beyond the classical 
typologies that have formerly dominated the field of NRM Studies, and combats the dominant 
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prejudiced ‘cultic’ narratives concerning minority religions which persist in 21st century public 
discourses. 
 
 
 
Stream B, Session 4 
 
Digital Religion and Psychology 
Chair: Suzanne Owen 

Tim Kinnear 
Using computer programming to study religion on historical online social networks: 
how Religious Studies contributes and what it stands to gain from an interdisciplinary 
approach 

For forty years, people have connected online to discuss and practise religion using services 
that are in the lineage of modern social media. Researchers have studied these interactions 
since the 1990s, typically using well-established methodologies adapted from ‘offline’ contexts 
such as interviews and participant observation. This paper argues that using computer 
programming to analyse massive archives of online social network messages from the 1980s to 
2010s offers promising avenues for research. If successful, this may unlock new insights into 
how religion influences people’s social lives online and provide researchers with datasets of 
public online discussion about myriad topics relating to religion from the past four decades. Such 
research requires an interdisciplinary approach between Religious Studies, internet histories, 
and data science including machine learning. I will briefly explore what Religious Studies may 
stand to gain from this disciplinary intersection, what it may uniquely contribute, and some 
barriers to entry and other challenges that need to be overcome as this research area develops. 
I also signpost resources that researchers may access now. 

Ilaria Vecchi 
Death, VR, and digitalisation of the relationship with the dead 

Over the last decade, people's private life has increasingly digitalised. The virtual level to which 
relationships and services have been upgraded varies enormously, stepping from applications 
connecting us to rosary and mantra recitation services to virtual platforms for mediumistic 
encounters. In this paper, I would like to consider a particular activity that has progressively 
digitalising: the relation between the living and the dead. Although still a relatively new 
phenomenon, the move of this kind of mediumistic services to virtual reality platforms such as 
apps on mobile phones is not strange. From the kuchiyose (summoning the spirits of the dead) 
of the Japanese Itako now offered as a mobile and internet-based service to the VR experience 
of meeting your deceased relatives provided by a South Korean broadcaster production, the 
virtual realm of the death has never been so close and reachable as now. This article examines 
the use of digital devices for communication with the dead; in particular, I will focus on the 
difference between the kind of assistance offered by the Itako and the Virtual Reality offered by 
the South Korean Meeting You. Despite the two way of performing the connection is with the 
support of virtual platforms, in the case of the Itako, she is the professional of the communication. 
In the VR experience, the experience lived by the deceased's relatives is different as that kind 
of person is no longer there. The experience is mediated by software moulded on the family of 
the passed away person. This article examines this and other problems related to the 
representation of the dead in performing the communication with the spirits of passed away 
people. 
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Bruno Albuquerque 
Religious Studies and Psychoanalytic Training: Notes on Sigmund Freud’s 
Recommendation of the Psychology of Religion 

It is known that the dialogue between Psychoanalysis and Religion has been complex and 
multifaceted through the relatively new, but intense history, of this new theory and practice 
created by Sigmund Freud. In his text The Question of Lay Analysis, the Viennese author 
proposes that Psychology of Religion should be a part of analytic training, side by side with the 
History of Culture, Mythology, and the Science of Literature. According to him, without being 
sufficiently well oriented into these fields, the psychoanalyst would not be able to comprehend 
a large amount of the material which he has to deal with. Nevertheless, a brief look into the 
history of the Psychoanalytical movement shows that Religion, whether considered from the 
psychological, anthropological, historical, or philosophical point of view, has not occupied a 
relevant place in the training programs of new analysts, nor in the permanent training of 
practitioners. The aim of this paper is to introduce some notes on this Freudian recommendation 
of the Psychology of Religion, considering this discipline as a branch of the wider frame of 
Religious Studies. Therefore, it concludes that the study of religions is an important part, not to 
be neglected, of the Psychoanalytic training. 

 

Stream B, Session 5 
 
Situating Religious Practice 
Chair: Maria Nita 
 
Daniel Medeiros de Freitas, Carolina Maria Soares Lima, Krzysztof Nawratek and 
Bernardo Miranda Pataro 
Postsecular architecture: Pentecostalism and Candomblé in Brazilian city 
 
This paper aims to discuss the potential for intellectual exchanges and cross-fertilization 
between architecture, urbanism and religious studies. This paper is rooted in the ‘lived religion’ 
perspective, which is attentive to religious practices and experiences of transcendence in 
everyday life. It encompasses religious discourse, embodied practices and the materiality of 
religion. The paper focuses on members of Candomblé and Neo-pentecostal churches in Belo 
Horizonte, the third-largest urban agglomeration in Brazil, and their perception and the usage of 
domestic and non-private spaces. By investigating relationships between religious imaginaries 
and perception of space, the paper focuses on the one hand on spatial and visual phenomena 
related to religions and, on the other hand, on religious ‘worldviews’ as particular ways in which 
believers see and tell the world to themselves and others. Each religion is based on a set of 
values and develops its modes of thinking. Therefore it can be said that each religion develops 
its intellectual tradition. Following Mikel Burley, this paper attempts to ‘defamiliarize’ our 
culturally embedded assumptions and the Western model of conceptualization of urban spaces 
to contribute to the broader discussion on decolonial urban theory and spatialized post-secular 
thought. 
 
Ithamar Gruenwald 
The study of rituals in the context of ritual theory 
 
My presentation will focus on methodological issues that show the relevance of ritual theory to 
the study of rituals. The scholarly discussion of rituals often inclines to highlight phenomenal 
and descriptive aspects of the subject matter. In fact, the scholarly routine of discussing rituals 
generally refers to the labels which stand for the performative, mostly ceremonial, aspects of the 



35 
BASR Annual Conference 2021 

rituals under discussion. I will refer to this procedure as the slides format of discussion: pictures 
are shown but not the technical details of what is done, in what order or sequence, and what is 
accomplished in terms of transformation. Furthermore, many discussions of rituals refer to the 
comparative aspects of the subject, that is, they highlight cross-cultural matters and suggest 
comparative perspectives as adequate platforms of their discussion. However, comparative 
discussions are likely to overlook the essence of rituals as specifically doing entities unfolding 
in a purposive setting. In this respect, I would like to show the scholarly benefits of a departure 
from prevalent modes of study, and the significant consequences this departure has in matters 
pertaining to the discussion of rituals in the context of ritual theory. By ritual theory I mean the 
methodological discourse on the structured doing aspects of rituals. Basically, rituals are 
behavioral entities that reflect the mind focusing on applicable procedures that aim at 
accomplishing transformation in various forms of existence. 
 
Owen Coggins 
Perennial Problems and Clandestine Cults: legacies of 20th Century Comparative 
Mysticism in 21st Century Underground Music 
 
20th Century studies of mysticism and religious experience, following William James rather than 
Émile Durkheim, tended to imagine their object as an individual but universal pure form of an 
essential human spirituality subsequently perverted by the development of religious institutions. 
Related ideas about hidden cult survivals, visionary experiences and mythical returns to 
supposed ancient tribal rituals, introduced by scholars such as J.G. Frazer, Margaret Murray, 
Aldous Huxley and Mircea Eliade, are explicitly cited in black metal, an underground music 
culture which matches extreme sounds with a transgressive and oppositional approach to 
religion. Also often mentioned are the ethno-spiritual archetypes suggested by Carl Jung and 
René Guénon, who combined essentialist, elitist and conservative anti-modern views of religious 
tradition with countercultural esotericism. Most frequently cited in black metal, and most 
troubling, is Julius Evola, whose metaphysical interests were directly linked to ‘spiritual racism’ 
and fascist politics. Assessing black metal’s musical productions, online discussion and 
underground zine publications, this presentation explores how the 20th Century study of 
mysticism is redeployed in this 21st Century underground music milieu, and beyond this, how 
marginal religiosity can become associated with reactionary ideology and even esoteric fascism 
in obscure but potentially influential areas of contemporary cultural production. 
 

Stream B, Session 6 
 
Methodological Explorations 
Chair: Angela Puca 

Jack Williams 
Is religion to do with belief? A proposal for understanding religious belief as affect 
 
One important change in the study of religion in the last half-century is a diminished focus on 
belief. A belief-centric view of religion tends to reflect a Western, imperialist mindset which 
models religion on Protestant Christianity and which can distort our perception of religious 
practices from other times and cultures. Nevertheless, the religion-as-belief view remains 
popular in the common conception and among new students of religion. Kevin Schilbrack has 
argued that philosophical reflection on the concept of belief can help to rehabilitate this concept 
in religion. Philosophers rarely treat belief as simply an assent to a proposition. As Schilbrack 
argues, if we understand belief to be dispositional and social, rather than essentially 
propositional or doctrinal, many issues with the concept of belief in religion can be overcome. 
The purpose of this paper is to advance this approach by developing a currently under-
researched aspect of belief – its affectivity. This builds on contemporary philosophical reflection 
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on embodiment, along with research into enactive cognition and affect theory. Thus, I aim to 
demonstrate how dialogue between philosophy and religious studies can clarify the concept of 
religious belief away from old biases, thereby improving the study and teaching of religion. 
 
Joseph Webster 
Anthropology-as-theology: eschatology, ethnographic apprenticeship, and willing 
surrender 
 
This paper explores the academic relationship between anthropology and theology via an 
ethnographic reading of dispensationalist imaginings of apocalyptic violence. For the Exclusive 
Brethren and for Jehovah’s Witnesses, the most convincing signs of the imminent apocalypse 
are violent ones. By analysing different images of violent endings in circulation among the 
Brethren and Jehovah’s Witnesses, this paper asks two questions, namely, what are the 
temporal effects of such violent imaginings, and what imaginings exist on the other side of such 
violence, after its perpetration? I seek to answer these questions through a mode of inquiry I call 
‘anthropology-as-theology’, whereby anthropological analysis deliberately surrenders to 
theological ideas. In doing so, I advocate for a very different relationship between these two 
disciplines to that typically proposed by those working within the ‘Anthropology-Theology 
dialogue’, namely one built on asymmetric acquiescence, as opposed to equal partnership. 
 
David Kim 
The Political Encumbrance of the Confucian Sarim in the Gimyo Literati Purge 
 
The early modern history of the Joseon dynasty (1392-1897) in the region of East Asia is often 
depicted as the era of political conflict between the Hungu faction (勳舊派) and the Sarim faction 
(士林派). The four major Sahwas (literati purges) reflect its seriousness through which neo-
Confucian scholars were sacrificed by the punishments of execution, exile, or dismissal. 
However, the dark ages of late 15th and early 16th centuries began to witness that the emerging 
power group of the ‘Sarimpa’ gradually oppressed those people who had been rewarded by 
helping the establishment of Joseon and gained the major positions in the State Council. The 
Gimyosahwa (the literati purge) was the most mortal incident for the Chinese ideological party, 
but it motivated the switch of the political colour of the Joseon dynasty on the moral philosophy 
of Confucianism. What, then, happened in 1519? What kind of social transformation occurred in 
relation to the Sungkyunkwan people (成均館, the national university of the era)? Why did the 
national office of Sogyeokseo (昭格署) become one of the most controversial issues at the 
Joseon court? How was the royal shrine of Samcheongjeon (三淸殿) criticized by the leaders of 
the Sarim faction? This paper explores the politico-religious landscape of early modern Korea 
through the key features of Jungjong coup (Coup of 1506), Jo Gwangjo (1482-1520) and ‘the 
Sages of the 1519 Purge,’ and argues a critical insight that the Taoistic rituals and sacred sites 
(alters of sky, stars, and gods) that previously existed from the Goryeo dynasty (918-1374), were 
used for the reinforcement of the royal sovereignty until the Imjin War (Japanese invasions of 
Korea: 1592–1598) even though the Confucian shrine of Jongmyo (宗廟, ancestral altars) and 
Sajik (社稷, altars of soil and grain) were newly implemented from the beginning of the Joseon 
dynasty.  
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Stream B, Session 7 
 
The Future in Animism: New Approaches to Religion with Trees 
Chair: Graham Harvey 

The current research on animism understands it within ecological, epistemological and 
ontological paradigms. We propose to move beyond the macro-theoretical perspective and to 
examine the religious practices of animism by focusing on beliefs in spirits, personalities and 
consciousness of trees. The classical theories about animism have largely ignored the dynamic 
complexity that animism proposes to the religious structure thanks to the role it attributes to the 
individual believer in defining and maintaining an intersubjective relation with an animated 
subject. Focusing on forms of communications and relationships with tree spirits offers a new 
perspective to understand animism. In this panel we offer an examination of different 
relationships forged between man and tree and the religious awareness they express in regards 
to the self, personality, cosmos, botanical space, environment and landscape.  

The question that preoccupies us in the panel concerns the role that man-tree relationships play 
in distinct religious systems. For this we seek to examine how beliefs in tree spirits operate in 
different cultures. A comparative analysis of man-tree relationships will reveal the large and 
open spectrum that animism offers to the religious and social structure, and the importance of 
the interpersonal dimension that animism creates between man and the environment. 

Eliran Arazi 
Chewing on our Father and Ratting on Grandfather: Dialog and Challenges in 
Indigenous Amazonian Human-Plant Relations 
  
Nikolas Århem  
Katuic tree spirits an exploration of the belief in tree spirits among the Katu of Vietnam 
and the Katuic-speaking groups in Kaleum district (Laos) 
  
Susan M. Darlington 
Trees and Buddhism in Thailand: Symbols, Beings, or Both? 
  
Youval Rotman 
The Relational Tree: Man-to-Tree Relationships in Myanmar. 

Note that this is an extended panel, which will run for one and a half hours, finishing at 11.30. 
After the four papers, the remaining time will be taken up with a round table discussion 
including all of the speakers. 
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Stream B, Session 8 
 
Theoretical Explorations 
Chair: Paul-François Tremlett 

Leonardo Ambasciano 
The new sacred, worldviews, and religious philanthrocapitalism: The metamodernist 
turn in the study of religion/s 
 
Metamodernism is a relatively new critical discourse, framework, or sensibility in contemporary 
philosophy. By mixing the modern quest for universal truths with postmodern irony and 
deconstruction, metamodernism signals the comeback of grand, alternative narratives and the 
relinquishment of nihilism. The protean result is, according to scholars in the field, an “oscillation” 
between the etic analysis of modernism and the emic relativism of postmodernism, between the 
sincere constructive efforts of the former and the Romantic eclecticism of the latter. Despite its 
young age, metamodernism is already having a remarkable impact on the academic study of 
religion/s. However different they may appear, the New Sacred in Comparative Religion and the 
concept of ‘worldviews’ as an emerging paradigm in Religious Studies and the Cognitive 
Science of Religion can be seen as examples of the recent metamodernist turn in the field. 
Crucially, religious philanthrocapitalistic donors eager to reinvent themselves as science-
supporting entities have contributed to the recent diffusion of metamodernist approaches, raising 
hitherto unexamined questions about research integrity and ideological agendas. In this 
contribution, I will briefly explore the main aspects and challenges of the metamodernist turn 
and assess the repercussions of metamodernist approaches on the critical study of religion/s 
and its disciplinary identity. 

Claire Wanless 
Beyond individuals and institutions: approaching religion as social learning systems 

Based on my research with individualized religious practitioners around Hebden Bridge, this 
paper discusses the application of theories of constructive learning and social learning to 
religious engagement and practice. Theorising in this way can enhance our understanding of 
the place that religious and spiritual practice has in the lives of those who engage with it, 
especially with respect to the making, dissemination and re-making of religious knowledge and 
moral purpose as dynamic and useful elements in the lives of those who practice. It can facilitate 
consideration of the dynamics of shared practice as a site of negotiation, co-operation and 
conflict, as well as a nuanced appreciation of the interpersonal power relations of religious 
engagement and of the interplay between individuals and religious institutions. This paper 
begins with a general discussion about the application of theories of social learning to religion, 
outlines specific ways in which they can improve our understanding, and considers some of the 
the challenges and drawbacks of such an approach. The paper concludes by arguing that 
greater utilisation of theories of social learning as a tool in the study of religion would bring a 
number of explanatory benefits and by suggesting areas where this is particularly likely. 

Armando Salvatore and Kieko Obuse 
Beyond religion? Toshihiko Izutsu’s post-comparative approach to ‘inter-religion’ 

The critics of the Western hegemonic notion of ‘religion,’ such as Talal Asad and his school, 
have often invoked the precedent of Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s argument in The Meaning and 
End of Religion. Toshihiko Izutsu (1914-1993) worked closely with Smith but developed a 
different perspective to transcending ‘religion.’ The paper examines the intellectual trajectory of 
Izutsu and shows how it contributed to the valorization of non-Western concepts and practices 
within broader debates in Comparative Religion and Islamic Studies. Izutsu undertook a 
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program of overcoming the comparative method in studying religious phenomena by instituting 
historical and meta-historical connections among different traditions. He relied on his profound 
familiarity with both Eastern and Western traditions, while placing Islam at the center of the Afro-
Eurasian map of interconnectivity and circulation of religious ideas. We argue that rather than 
basing his methodology on an external scrutiny of ideas of religion via genealogy and discourse 
analysis, Izutsu followed a two-pronged strategy: first, he focused on how religious traditions 
provide resources for the unpacking of their own overarching categories; second, he turned his 
attention to the teeming world of ‘inter-religion,’ i.e., of circulation, sharing, and mutual 
appropriations of religious ideas and practices.  
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Stream C – Pedagogical and Conceptual Futures 
 
Stream C, Sessions 1 and 2 

Contested Concepts in the Study of Religions, Part 1 
Chair: George D. Chryssides 

Several concepts are problematic in the study of religion with difficulties arising for different 
reasons: concepts may be unclear, pejorative, ambiguous, provocative, or laden with 
questionable assumptions. This two-part panel is based on a currently contracted and long-
overdue edited collection that addresses concepts that have long caused problems for scholars 
in our field. Panelists critically question taken for granted assumptions about working 
terminologies such as syncretism, indigenous (religions), worship, belief, spirituality, magic, and 
guru. Panelists’ approach to their concepts have been guided by five principal questions: 
 

1. Why is this concept problematic? 
2. What are the origins of the concept? 
3. How is it used or misused, and by whom? 
4. Is it still a legitimate concept in the study of religion and, if so, what are its legitimate 

uses? 
5. Are there other concepts that are preferable when writing on religion? 

 
Productive and common misunderstandings about selected terminologies are significant to our 
discipline. They have the power to shape both popular and academic discourses surrounding 
‘religions’ that may not be a clear reflection on the religious phenomena being addressed. 
Therefore inviting scholarly discussion will provide a clear path for students and scholars of 
religion alike who may not recognise immediate problems and handle usages appropriately. We 
hope that the panel discussion and the forthcoming volume will help to shape part of the 
disciplinary future of our work by critically examining some of our basic concepts. 
 
Note: The second part of this panel is Stream C, Session 6. 
 
George D. Chryssides & Amy Whitehead 
Contested Concepts and what to do about them 
 
Contested Concepts in the Study of Religion is an anthology to be published by Bloomsbury, 
now in an advanced stage of preparation, and can be expected to appear in early 2022. The 
opening presentation explains the origins of the project. It started life at a conference in Turin in 
2019, where participants were taken on a field visit to the Church Universal Soul, a community 
with Roman Catholic origins, led by Roberto Casarin (b. 1963). Because of its unverified claims 
to visions and healing miracles, its practices were forbidden by the Church authorities. Casarin 
seeks to overcome the barriers that separate members of different religions, and has 
appropriated Hindu and Buddhist symbols, as well as an interest in reincarnation. Yet Casarin 
claims that his organisation is “not syncretistic”. The claim arose subsequent discussion, in 
which some of us expressed the view that the term “syncretistic” was itself problematic, and 
there followed an identification of other problematic terms in the study of religion. This 
introductory presentation introduces some of these, together with an explanation of what a 
contested concept is, and what our authors and – here – our panellists seek to do. 
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Nicholas Campion 
Belief 
 
Belief is a matter of general concern for practitioners, critics and scholars of religions and 
spiritual movements. Generally, religions and spiritual movements are thought to be 
characterised by belief: a preoccupation with belief in articles of dogma is peculiarly distinctive 
feature of the three Abrahamic religions, especially Christianity, fuelling the splits between 
orthodoxies and heterodoxies. While the word belief strictly means no more than to have 
confidence in, or to trust something, it is problematised in a number of ways. Firstly, sociologists 
and psychologists tend to view belief as a particular ontological condition in which the objects of 
belief are necessarily false. The causes of belief are then found in social marginality, 
psychological inadequacy or malfunctioning brain chemistry. Sceptical rationalists then pose a 
Manichean binary in which truth, reason and science are juxtaposed with error, irrationality and 
superstition. Secondly, there is a challenge to belief as the key indicator of religion from such 
areas as material religion in which the focus has shifted from what people think to what they do. 
The study of belief may therefore be useful in examining dogma and theological controversies 
but otherwise is problematic and narratives in wider scholarship need to be challenged. 
 
Marion Bowman 
Folk religion: From survivals to religion per se 
  
Among the reasons that Folk Religion has been and remains such a contested concept is that 
it is used in different ways by a variety of people. For some it remains mired in its evolution-
influenced 19th century roots as part of the hunt for ‘survivals’ that will give clues to earlier forms 
of indigenous religion; for others it is a repository of local, regional or national identities. It has 
often been pilloried or misrepresented by some representatives of institutional religion, and for 
a long time was either simply off the radar of some scholars of religion or not considered a 
worthy area of research, particularly in relation to its oral transmission, its frequent expression 
through material culture and extra-institutional ritual and its general conceptual 
‘messiness’.  However, in academic traditions where the disciplines of folklore/folkloristics, 
ethnology and ‘anthropology at home’ have been strong, the richness, diversity, creativity and 
subversive potential of folk religion have long been recognised and its embeddedness in lived 
religion acknowledged. The fieldwork turn in Religious Studies has in some measure brought 
about a more nuanced understanding of folk religion and recognition of the part it plays in religion 
as it is lived – though it remains a site of terminological contestation. 
 
Steven Jacobs 
Guru 
 
Guru, in origin a Sanskrit term, has been incorporated into the English language. When any term 
is appropriated by a different language the meaning and significance of that term inevitably 
changes. This paper briefly explores how the term has developed in the Indian context. It then 
looks at how the term is used, and arguably misused, in English. I make three points in trying to 
unpack the multiplicity of uses of this concept. First, the term guru has become what rhetors call 
a commonplace – a sort of rhetorical shortcut. Second, I argue that the guru is doubly contested 
as the term both signifies very different concepts and that gurus are also evaluated very 
differently. In some discourses the guru is represented as a manipulative Svengali figure, whilst 
in other discourses the guru is regarded as a transformative figure who brings enlightenment. 
Finally, I will argue that it is not the place for Religious Studies to bring accusations of cultural 
appropriation or abuse of the concept, but that it is critical to examine who is using the term 
guru, in what context, for what purposes and to what audience. 
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Graham Harvey 
Indigenous (religions) 
 
“Indigenous” is an adjective widely used to describe individuals and communities whose 
ancestral cultures preceded European colonisation. It links diverse nations and language groups 
(e.g. Evenki, Lakota, Māori, Sámi, and Yoruba) and is of increasing value in enabling 
collaborations between such communities, especially as they celebrate cultural vitality and affirm 
their sovereignty. It is also used in international forums like the United Nations. Such strategic 
uses influence the growing popularity of the term “Indigenous religions” but also suggest some 
reasons for its contested nature. Although it is no more neutral than the terms “world religions” 
and “new religions”, it does more than add phenomena to the list of religions available for 
research and teaching. Scholars engaged with (and by) Indigenous religions are necessarily 
involved both in comparative projects but also in contesting paradigms and processes that have 
shaped the study of religions. The category “Indigenous religions” replaces colonialist and 
theological projects that marginalised phenomena as fixed in (past) time and (distant) place. It 
encourages critical reflection on both Indigeneity and on religion – and finds fruitful provocation 
of new approaches in their collocation.    
 
Angela Puca 
Magic 
 
The scholarly concept of magic has been, from the nineteenth century onwards, defined by 
contrasting it with either religion or science. Both magic and witchcraft have been used as a 
means of ‘othering’ religious practices that do not comply with the dominant religious system. 
After the Enlightenment and its rational disenchantment, magic becomes also ‘other’ from the 
domineering cultural construction of reality and what the field of human agency is deemed to 
be. My fieldwork in Italy evidenced a discrepancy in how keen practitioners are in labelling their 
own practices as magic or not. While Pagans – as a minority - embrace the otherness of their 
religiosity as a whole and reclaim their rituals as forms of magic, Catholics – as the majority - 
will show an aversion towards the use of that definition for practices that do present the traits of 
a magic rite. By analysing how lived religious practitioners engage with the label of magic in 
relation to their own practices, I will argue that the challenges offered by the employment of this 
term on the part of scholar will add complexity and nuance to the understanding of religious 
phenomena. 
 
 
Stream C, Session 3 
 
Transitions from religious education (RE) to Religion and Worldviews: 
developments and perspectives three years on from the final report of the 
Commission on Religious Education (CoRE) 
Chair: Kevin O’Grady 
 
The purpose of this panel session is to present, and prompt discussion of, developments in 
thinking about the school subject RE since the publication of the final report of the Commission 
on RE (CoRE) in September 2018. The essence of the report is advocacy of a transition from 
RE to Religion and Worldviews, with emphases including these: worldview as a concept 
overcoming religion-nonreligion binaries; lived experience, increasing diversity and hybridity. 
The report’s wide-ranging nature has meant intensive follow-up debate in the RE / Religion and 
Worldviews subject community. Some of the key questions are addressed in the session 
presentations: in Religion and Worldviews, what are the disciplinary boundaries to be drawn and 
choices to be made? How are religion and religions to be represented? What educational 
benefits are offered to pupils? How does the subject (or how would any re-iteration of it) relate 
to basic educational purposes? 
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Denise Amelia Cush 
One Discipline, many methods: Disciplinary Futures for Religion and Worldviews (RE) 
for students aged 5-19 
 
Since the publication of the CoRE report in 2018, there has been much discussion of the concept 
of ‘disciplinary knowledge’ and of which academic disciplines underpin the school subject 
RE/RS/RWV (e.g. Kueh, 2020; Georgiou and Wright, 2020; Wintersgill 2019; Freathy el al 2019). 
Against most of these contributions, I argue for the simple answer that the obvious academic 
discipline is one – Study of Religions, or to reflect both the contested nature of the category 
‘religion’ and the increasing attention paid to ‘non-religion’, Study of Religion and Worldviews. I 
argue that this is a discipline in its own right, however (to use Smart’s term), it is polymethodic, 
drawing upon, but not exhausted by, many other academic disciplines. 21st century RE/Religion 
and Worldviews in the UK needs to build upon CoRE, the Worldviews Project and the Big Ideas 
project to construct a vibrant and memorable curriculum which is both academically rigorous 
and personally inspiring, providing students with the knowledge and skills they need not only for 
the few who choose SR at university, but transferable to the many situations in which they will 
find themselves in in later life, both professional and personal.  
 
Martha Shaw 
Epistemic and Personal Awareness - Challenging Disciplinary and Personal 
Knowledge in the Study of Religion and Worldviews  
 
The CoRE report and REC Worldviews Project present a game-change in RE. I argue that two 
features in particular are fundamental to the study of religion and worldviews at school level. 
The first is the explicit focus on the study of the categorisation of religion, which includes a 
challenging of reductionist and essentialist representations. As well as broadening the subject 
content, this suggests a deconstruction of traditional ‘ways of knowing’ so that pupils understand 
‘knowledge’ as interpretation. This ‘epistemic awareness’ is central to pupils’ capacity for 
criticality and contributes to the academic rigour of the subject. The second stand out feature of 
the worldviews approach is reflexivity. As a school subject, Religion and Worldviews is part of 
the broader education of the child. Rather than understanding this in terms of personal 
development or socialisation, a worldviews approach draws on philosophical hermeneutics to 
bring the pupil into dialogue with difference in a reflexive process that foregrounds and 
challenges their own assumptions. As such a worldviews approach has potential for 
transformational pedagogy.  Examples of classroom practice show how a worldviews approach 
is interpreted by teachers to develop pupils’ epistemic and personal awareness - two important 
elements of ‘worldview literacy’. 
 
Anthony Towey 
Aspects? Approaches? Content? 
 
While post-CORE emphasis on approaches to RE rather than content may be welcomed, I 
argue that practitioners and theorists should remain mindful of at least three particular 
educational aspects of the subject when re-imagining curricula.  
 

a) ‘Othering”. (Orientalism) From evidence gathering across the country with the 
Commission, one of the key pedagogical contributions RE can make is sensitising 
students to the whole issue of “othering” and their own positionality. Profiling this 
aspect as an educational aim conducive to societal cohesion neither 
instrumentalizes the subject nor subverts its broader remit. 

b) “Transcendence”. Between the Interim and Final Reports of CORE, this aspect of 
the subject became obscured. Pedagogically, transcendence is not unique to RE 
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and subjects such as Music Art Literature, Science all have aesthetic power. That 
said, the proposals of religion almost by nature trespass the transcendent which, 
however inarticulately, forms part of our life experience,  

c) “Paradox” - lastly, the study of religion requires an encounter with the reconciliation 
of opposites, whether this be in terms of concepts of mystery, marvel, mercy, or 
mundanity. Again, this aspect of human cognition is present in other subjects but is 
an aspect of RE relevant to educational maturation. 

 
Patricia Hannam 
The need for roots (in the world): CoRE proposals, in relation to ‘religion and 
worldviews’, and religious education at this point in history 
 
The Commission on RE (CoRE) final report (2018) argues for a change in name of religious 
education to ‘religion and worldviews’ education. More recent documents have sought to explain 
why this might be important. However, there is the possibility that a reorientation of religious 
education towards ‘Religion and Worldviews’ may open up dangers. Picking up the discussion 
from Hannam and Biesta (2019), this paper argues that any new orientation of the subject, 
especially in the secondary school, cannot rely on proposals for curriculum making or even of 
pedagogy alone; instead it needs an urgent reconsideration of educational purpose. This is 
because at a time of pandemic and climate break-down what is required is a reorientation to the 
world; to a care for and love of the world. And, since this is not the same as simply having a 
view on the world, it will be argued with Weil (e.g. 1963 and 2005) it is not ‘views of world’ that 
should be the object of concern, but a re-rooting in the world itself. The educational task 
becomes one of love and of attention and discernment, and what is at stake is life itself.  
 
 
 
Stream C, Session 4 
 
Worldviews in practice 
Chair: Marion Bowman 
 
David Lewin 
After Religious Education: Pedagogical Principles for an Education in ‘Religion and 
Worldviews’ 
 
School and university teachers of Religious Studies are caught between presenting the 
irreducible complexity of their subject, and the pedagogical realities of selection and 
simplification. The entanglements of culture, politics and ideology within RS, make questions of 
just representation especially acute. In light of the 2018 report by the Commission on Religious 
Education, this paper asks how teachers of the proposed subject ‘Religion and Worldviews’ can 
be inclusive and selective? I propose that the translation between the academic study of religion 
in universities and RE/R&W in schools necessarily involves ‘pedagogical reduction’ – roughly 
speaking, selection and simplification. Establishing a sound basis for pedagogical reduction 
depends on interdisciplinary dialogue between scholars of religion, scholars of education, and 
teachers. In the context of a disconnection between critical scholarship in the academic study 
of religion(s), critical scholarship in the ‘educational sciences’, and classroom practices, I 
highlight the need for, and outline the nature of, dialogue between these communities through 
a focus on some interrelated pedagogical concepts such as: grammatization, suspension of 
identity; pedagogical reduction; the exemplary. These pedagogical concepts form the basis for 
the development of more robust and systematic criteria for developing a religious education that 
is simultaneously inclusive and selective.  
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Chris Cotter and Stephen Pett 
RE/RS: a practical experiment in content creation 
 
There is an increasing interest in applying disciplines within classroom religious education in 
England, as evidenced in the RE Research Review published by Ofsted in May 2021. As part 
of the Templeton World Charity Foundation Big Questions in Classrooms programme, RE Today 
Services, an education charity, is mid-way through a project to create a series of curriculum 
resources for teachers, to apply a multidisciplinary approach to the subject. The resources 
explore common substantive content – ideas of God, worship, religion, and the environment – 
as well as some wider categories – studying worldviews, investigating religion. Each theme is 
examined from the perspective of two disciplines, with an academic contributor invited to 
introduce and guide the investigation. This paper, co-authored by the series editor and the RS 
contributor, examines the hurdles addressed in articulating the nature and purpose of Religious 
Studies for 7–14-year-olds, reflecting the identity crisis of RS in Higher Education. It outlines the 
challenges of selecting content for teachers and enabling pupils to get inside the discipline, 
whilst also highlighting the opportunities the present moment brings for building a more coherent 
relationship between RE in schools and RS in HE.  
 
Sarah Harvey 
An education in “Religion and Worldviews” and university-school curriculum 
connections 
 
Drawing on research conducted for ‘Promoting the Exploration of Religion and Worldviews in 
Schools’, an ongoing project undertaken by the Faith and Belief Forum, the Open University and 
Inform, this presentation will explore current opinions on RE as a secondary school subject, 
including amongst students, parents and teachers. It will reflect on some of the differing opinions 
as to the purpose of RE and its perceived connections to religious literacy and community 
cohesion. It will then discuss the ways in which moves to implement the Commission on RE’s 
2018 recommendations, including its new vision of ‘Religion and Worldviews’, are partly 
influenced by the desire for a greater congruence with university-level RS, including moves 
towards lived religion, positionality and decolonising the curriculum. However, it will also note 
that university-level disciplinary boundaries and tensions play out in school RE, contributing to 
the current lack of unity in the promotion of a ‘Religion and Worldviews’ curriculum. In 
conclusion, I will discuss our emerging work in promoting a unified view. I suggest some of the 
multiple reasons why it is important that school RE and university RS are more ‘joined up’, 
including better religious literacy and methods of critical inquiry. 
 
 

 
Stream C, Session 5 
 
BASR Teaching and Learning Workshop:  
Lessons from Teaching in a Time of Covid 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair and Mel Prideaux 
 
An opportunity for discussion and sharing of what worked, whether it be platforms, 
approaches, resources, or even individual tasks. Following some very brief opening reflections 
to get conversation started we hope to hear from participants with their examples and 
questions. The session will end with a series of ‘Key Learns’ to be shared after the conference. 
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Stream C, Session 6 
 
Contested Concepts in the Study of Religions, Part 2 
Chair: Amy R. Whitehead 
 
For the overall panel abstract and the first part of the panel, see Stream C, Sessions 1 and 2. 
 
Bettina E. Schmidt 
Syncretism 
 
The term syncretism is a contested term used to describe the blending of two or more traditions. 
Erasmus of Rotterdam applied the term to religion in 1519 to describe foreign influences in 
Christianity which he saw as enrichment. But soon the term gained a negative connotation, re-
enforced during the colonial times. While the process of blending is universal, the term 
syncretism is mainly used to describe the blending of indigenous religions with Christianity. A 
prime example is Catholicism in Latin America where scholars note a survival of the worship of 
Pachamama or other earth mother deities under the cover of the Virgin Mary. In postcolonial 
times this form of syncretism was seen as sign of resistance against colonial domination by 
reinterpreting Christian doctrines with local religious practices. Nevertheless, despite of a 
revitalisation of the original positive notion of syncretism in the postcolonial time, syncretism 
remains highly contested today because the notion of pure roots within syncretic constructs led 
to misinterpretation of religions created during the colonial times. So-called syncretic religions 
are not ‘just’ the result of a blending of two or more religions but of a slow and creative process 
with a bricolage of elements from various systems equally important.  
 
Christina Welch 
Worship 
 
This presentation will explore worship as a contested concept. Like many other terms used when 
thinking about religion, worship is ubiquitous; it is central to English RS studies for GCSE & A 
level students, and in common parlance, like the term ‘religion’, most people think they know it 
when they encounter it. But of course, it’s not that simple. Today we worship not just 
transcendent deities or earthly supernatural beings, but very human celebrities and even money, 
and if we think of typical places we might worship in, that has extended beyond nature and/or 
buildings to cyberspace, especially during the time of the Covid Pandemic. Very little of the 
complexities are reflected in dictionary definitions of worship, which tend to provide a particularly 
Abrahamic religions slant, but even in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam worship is not 
homogenous and vernacular practice often differs from textbook descriptions. Worship activity 
(broadly understood) comes in many forms; music, dance, prayer, and there are associated 
issues such as who can do what during worship acts. Starting with common definitions, this 
presentation aims to complicate worship as a concept, and situate it definition wise, as an 
umbrella; although a rather leaky one. 
 
Steven Sutcliffe 
Spirituality 
 
The category ‘spirituality’ has been used by many different actors and groups during and after 
the ‘long 1960s’, including in the study of religion/s and in sociology of religion. It tends to 
function variously as an adjunct term for ‘religion’, a new analytical category, or is simply 
assimilated as an emic expression for a range of types of subtle subjective experience. In this 
way spirituality has become a lively, well-established and popular concept with remarkable 
boundary-crossing capacity, travelling across religious, non-religious and secular fields. It has 
become a ‘discipline’ for modern subjects (Altglas 2018) and even a new form of ‘public religion’ 
(Woodhead 2013). Clearly the concept has considerable emic value, even as its content remains 
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elusive: at least one scholar has wondered if it lacks any stable meaning (Rose 2001). But is 
the ambiguity of content precisely why spirituality is so alluring? I will argue that spirituality can 
be understood in etic terms as a ‘placeholder’ for trading subtle subjectivities in and across 
religious and secular fields. 
 
 
 
Stream C, Session 7 
 
Teaching and Learning and Islamic Studies 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair 
 
Imran Visram 
Teaching Islamic Studies: Some Reflections on Curriculum Development 
 
Religious Studies departments at universities in Europe and North America often have more 
teaching expertise to facilitate modules on Christianity than they do to teach about other 
religions. This sometimes results in a fragmented or partial learning experience for pupils of 
religion who wish to pursue more specialised studies in religions other than Christianity. The 
current paper draws on my own experiences and academic training in Religious Studies and 
Islamic Studies in order to encourage new methods in curriculum development for Religious 
Studies departments that have limited specialists available to teach about Islam. I propose the 
creation of a survey module that would familiarise students with the field of Islamic Studies. A 
module of this kind would introduce learners to Islam as both an analytical and descriptive 
category and also expose them to the relevant concerns of modern scholarship on the religion. 
This would allow students with a specialist interest in Islam to gain the confidence needed to 
develop and eventually pursue their own unique research interests. It would also benefit other 
Religious Studies students by exposing them to the interconnected strands of knowledge that 
construct the discipline within which they are situated. 
 
Katharina Völker 
Meanings and Dynamics of Being Muslim and Teaching Islam in Higher Education 
 
This paper presents findings of the empirical analyses of semi-structured interviews conducted 
with Muslim lecturers in higher education teaching topics related to Islam. Two groups of 
interviewees are being compared: 1 – Muslim lecturers teaching Islam related topics (theology, 
pedagogy, religious school education, community work and counselling) confessionally at four 
centers of Islamic Theology in Germany; 2 – Muslim lecturers teaching Islam related topics at 
mostly secular centers of higher learning in Scotland, South Africa, Switzerland, and the USA. 
The majority of the interviewees from both groups consider themselves to be Islamic theologians 
and are border-crossers in multiple aspects: they are migrants to their current countries of 
residency, moved from a Muslim majority context to a minority setting, or are converts to Islam. 
The interviews are being analysed toward themes such as the intersectionality of the subjective 
role of Muslim identity and academic teaching, student-teacher dynamics, questions of authority, 
diversity, tolerance, and pedagogical concepts (both informed by religious beliefs and class-
room practice). Although all teachers express expectations towards student- learning about 
Islam, they largely hope that their didactics lead beyond the explication of defined theological 
positions. 
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Lynn Revell and Kate Christopher 
Islam and World Views: essentialism and the study of religion in school 
 
The study of religion in schools in England is dominated by what is sometimes called a world 
religions approach to Religious Education (RE). The sharp decline in participation in religious 
communities and increasing ethnic and religious diversity in the UK have prompted calls for RE 
to replace world religions with a world views approach. This paper considers the emergent 
findings of a project designed to challenge a world religions approach to the teaching of Islam 
through a ‘world views’ paradigm. A world views approach conceptualises beliefs (secular and 
religious) as personal constructs and is designed to privilege the way individuals develop and 
interpret beliefs in specific cultural, historical and social settings. Our study found that many 
teachers found a world views approach to Islam enabled them to effectively address political 
and social issues in relation to Muslim lives. However, other teachers insisted on an 
essentialised model of religiosity and were reluctant to teach religions without a previously 
prescribed ‘core content’. These teachers were also reluctant to acknowledge the existence of 
alternative models of religiosity. 
 
 
 
Stream C, Session 8 
 
Beyond Religious Studies Teaching 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair 
 
James Murphy  
Teaching ‘Religion’ Beyond Religious Studies: Insights from Psychology 
 
Religious literacy is beneficial to graduates in many disciplines but is especially important for 
students in health-related fields. This paper presents an action-research study that explored 
how to effectively teach key conceptual insights from religious studies to psychology students 
within a single seminar. Drawing on the work of Davies and Mangan, a framework for a seminar 
was developed over three iterations that included a reflective task, a problem focused task, and 
a threshold network task. These tasks encouraged students to grapple with key questions and 
made use of active and peer learning to help the students engage more effectively with the 
troublesome knowledge. Evaluation of the approach using a mixture of qualitative and 
quantitative data suggested it was pedagogically effective. This framework shows it is possible 
to enhance students’ understanding of the diversity and complexity of ‘religion’ within a limited 
session. Pedagogical collaborations between scholars from religious studies and their 
colleagues in health-related disciplines have the potential to enrich the future practice of a wide 
range of healthcare and other public-facing professionals. This offers a way for scholars of 
religion to engage with a broader academic audience and increase their impact on wider society. 
 
Lucy Peacock 
Neoliberal agendas: opportunities and barriers to secondary schools’ participation in 
interfaith initiatives 
 
This paper is based upon 2016-2020 mixed methods doctoral research evaluating the Faith and 
Belief Forum’s School Linking Programme, a charitable education programme which trains 
teachers in interfaith dialogue skills and brings students from different schools and faith 
backgrounds together to creatively engage with questions of identity, community and belief. The 
paper explores key questions around the ways in which neoliberal agendas provide 
opportunities for, and barriers to, engagement in School Linking. How can schools use School 
Linking to satisfy neoliberal agendas such as Ofsted’s Religious Education requirements? Do 
teacher constraints impact their capacity to partner with charitable organisations? Do school 
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agendas exclude students with certain characteristics from participating in interfaith contact? 
Drawing upon data from 1,488 student and teacher surveys, teacher focus groups and 
participant observation in secondary schools, the paper argues that School Linking can enable 
schools to satisfy neoliberal agendas, but may undermine equal opportunity for students to 
participate in the programme. The PhD took a unique approach to an under-researched topic; it 
combined interdisciplinary research with impact evaluation to further understanding of the role 
and effectiveness of interfaith initiatives as a tool for fostering religious literacy and peaceful 
relations among young people in schools. 
 
Céline Benoit, Tim Hutchings and Rachel Shillitoe 
Religion and Worldviews: Foregrounding Teachers’ Voices 
 
In 2018, after a two-year enquiry, the Commission for Religious Education (CoRE) published 
the report Religion and Worldviews: The way forward. CoRE’s proposal to reimagine the subject 
of RE in England as “Religion and Worldviews” has led to robust discussions in the RE domain 
and beyond (Benoit, Hutchings and Shillitoe, 2020; Cooling, 2020; Shaw, 2020). The BASR 
conference theme of “disciplinary futures” is relevant to every level of the teaching and study of 
religion today, not just among university researchers but also in primary and secondary school 
classrooms. What is currently missing from these debates are teachers’ voices. What do RE 
teachers think about adding worldviews to their curriculum? What do they think worldview 
means? Is the concept of any help/relevance to them? This presentation will address these 
questions by reporting findings from an investigation of teachers’ responses to the proposed 
shift to worldviews. Using a questionnaire and a series of interviews, all conducted in 2021, we 
identify some of the key hopes and anxieties provoked among RE teachers by the CoRE report 
and the subsequent worldviews debate. Better understanding of teacher’s concerns, we argue, 
is essential for any attempt to bring meaningful change to the disciplinary future of RE.   
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Stream D – Social and Political Futures 
 
Stream D, Sessions 1 and 2 

Religious Toleration and Peace (RETOPEA): Engaging the Present with the Past 
in European Contexts 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair 

This panel brings together different aspects of the ‘RETOPEA’ (Religious Toleration and Peace) 
project. This is an international research project funded by the European Research Council as 
part of the European Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (Grant agreement no. 
770309). RETOPEA aims to find out more about young people’s attitudes towards religious 
diversity and develop pedagogic approaches that promote active engagement with religious 
history. This includes workshops that give young people (aged 13-18) the opportunity to make 
short documentary-style films (so-called ‘docutubes’) that engage them in thinking about 
religious diversity, toleration and peace in the past and present. RETOPEA involves work in 
schools, museums and youth clubs in 8 countries across Europe with the following partner 
institutions: KU Leuven (Belgium), The Open University (UK), Helsingin Yliopisto (Finland), 
Maecdonian Centre for International co-operation and Ss. Cyril and Methodius University in 
Skopje (Macedonia), University of Granada (Spain), Leibniz Institut für Europäische Geschichte 
(Germany), University of Warsaw (Poland), University of Tartu (Estonia), Le Foyer vzw 
(Belgium) and the Euro-Arab Management School (Spain). This double session will offer an 
overview of the project via a snapshot of its different research activities. 
 
Patrick Pasture 
Toleration beyond conflict: how the changing ‘postsecular’ religious landscape restates 
the debate on toleration  
 
In his monumental classic Toleration in Conflict Rainer Forst argues that toleration and conflict 
are inextricably linked: “Toleration is called for in conflicts that cannot be resolved but can only 
be ‘diffused’ by adopting a tolerant attitude (…) Furthermore the concept of toleration is itself 
contested with regard both to how it is understood and to what value attached to it as well as 
regarding differences among justifications of toleration. In short, toleration is a focus of both 
social and philosophical conflicts” (Rainer Forst 2013, 449). While until recently it was common 
sense that Europe – in particular Western Europe – has moved beyond religious conflict 
(paradoxically expressed in the claim that ‘tolerance is the soul of Europe’ – Angela Merkel), 
there is ample evidence that the issue has again moved centre stage along with the increased 
visibility of religion. In this paper I want to take a closer look at different developments which 
change the debate. First of all the religious landscape has become not only more diverse but 
also more complex as a result from different, partly contradicting developments, among which 
de-Christianization, the growth of immigrant’ religions and New Spirituality, but also diverse 
forms of the non-religious as well as the emergence of a militant Islamophobic ‘cultural 
Christianity’. The latter sometimes builds alliances with a new wave of equally Islamophobic 
militant secularism that aims at secularizing the public spaces and ‘privatizing’ religion. However, 
at the same time boundaries between the sacred and the secular are also redrawn and 
questioned. The latter development offers new perspectives for an interfaith and 
interconvictional ‘pluralist’ dialogue that ‘transcends’ conflict, based on mutual respect, but also 
generates new ‘interconvictional’-identities in which conflict dissipates. But this also raises 
challenges for the established religions as well militant secularists and atheists alike, for it 
requires relativizing one’s own truth, leading to new conflicts.  

 
 
 



51 
BASR Annual Conference 2021 

John Wolffe 
‘Consigning the past to the past?’ Religious division and the memory of the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement (1998)  
  
In a speech to young people on the fifteenth anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement in 2013 
the Irish Foreign Minister, Eamon Gilmore, talked of consigning ‘the past to the past’. He hoped 
that his audience, who had grown up since 1998, would put behind them the political polarization 
that had fuelled the violence of the Northern Ireland ‘Troubles’. In exploring the legacy and 
memory of the Good Friday Agreement, one of the most recent of the treaties examined in the 
H2020 Religious Toleration and Peace (RETOPEA) project, this paper will assess how realistic 
this aspiration has been, in the light of the continuing religious division of the province between 
Catholics and Protestants. The paper will analyse evidence from the various commemorative 
events and memorials relating both to the Good Friday Agreement itself and to the earlier 
Troubles. It will also draw on the author’s own interviews with religious and community leaders. 
It will be argued that despite – or perhaps even because of – the significant secularization of 
Northern Ireland since the 1990s, divisions rooted in nominal religious affiliation continue to run 
deep. They are transmitted to the next generation by an educational system that remains 
predominantly segregated on confessional lines. In conclusion, the Northern Ireland case will 
be compared with North Macedonia, a country likewise divided on religious lines which similarly 
experienced a period of violent conflict concluded by a peace settlement at the turn of the 
millennium, the Ohrid Framework Agreement of 2001.  
 
Riho Altnurme 
Religion in popular media for young people: creativity in representations and possible 
influences  
 
If we think about where young people in Europe today are most likely to obtain information and 
ideas about religion and religious coexistence, the most obvious sources are friends, school, 
neighbourhood, sports groups and family (although in some families religion is rarely discussed). 
However, these ideas are also increasingly acquired through popular mass media (films, TV 
series), the Internet and social networks. In ascending order, the sources that have the greatest 
influence are: media in general, television series and films, and YouTube. It is important to know 
that according to the research done by Bobby Duffy and others (2018), 80% of Generation Z 
teenagers claimed that YouTube had helped them become more knowledgeable about 
something and 68% said it had helped them improve or gain skills that would help them prepare 
for the future. This paper will analyse the role played by TV Series and YouTube as instruments 
for promoting religious toleration and peace, based on the research done in Horizon 2020 project 
RETOPEA.  
 
Karel Van Nieuwenhuyse 
The representation of interreligious contacts in the past in current history textbooks for 
secondary education throughout Europe  
 
Interreligious contacts constitute an important source of dynamics in (past as well as) present 
societies. As their perception in the present is influenced (among other factors) by social 
representations of the past, it is very relevant to gain a precise picture of how those contacts in 
the past are represented today. This presentation focuses on the social representations of (a 
selected number of) interreligious contacts over the course of history in some 50 currently used 
history textbooks for secondary education stemming from eight European countries. It 
addresses the question of what social representations of interreligious contacts in the past are 
being constructed and disseminated among young people across Europe today in secondary 
school history textbooks, and how to account for them (by taking into account their connection 
with specific religious, national, sociopolitical and cultural contexts in which they arose). An fine-
grained diachronic and synchronic analysis of both the content and the narrative of each 
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textbook has been conducted. This analysis was followed by an international comparative 
analysis. Firm conclusions could be discerned, which are being presented and discussed in the 
presentation, that also reflects on how a good understanding of interreligious contacts can be 
acquired in history textbooks.  
 
John Maiden and Stefanie Sinclair 
The challenges and potentialities of ‘presentism’: young peoples’ understanding of 
historical and contemporary religious toleration and peace  
 
Although recent years have seen growing interest in views and understanding of religious 
diversity in European countries, one particular demographic has received markedly less 
attention: the young. As part of the RETOPEA project, using semi-structured focus group 
interviews and questionnaires, a team sought to gather and evaluate the views of young people 
on religious diversity, tolerance and intolerance across multiple national contexts. This paper 
discusses the patterns and asymmetries evident across 6 countries: the UK (England), Belgium 
(Flanders), Germany, Finland, Estonia and Spain. Specifically, the data covers:  
 

• young people’s views on how religion and religious diversity (in past and present) are 
represented in the media  

• the sources and extent of young people’s knowledge of and views on religious diversity 
in the past  

• young people’s perception of religious diversity in contemporary society  
• how young people’s knowledge and views of religious diversity in the past and present 

inform each other  
 

A unique aspect of the data which has been gathered is that it concerns young peoples’ 
perspectives on both contemporary and historical religious diversity. What are the media 
contexts and sources of information which shape these perspectives? How do young peoples’ 
own experiences of religious diversity in the present day influence their understanding of the 
past? We discuss the extent to which a ‘presentist’ (von Borries 1994) epistemology shapes the 
attitudes of young people. We shall argue this ‘presentism’ present significant pitfalls for 
academics seeking to engage young people with the themes of religious diversity, tolerance and 
intolerance, it also offers some unexpected potentialities. We consider these challenges and 
possibilities in the context of the RETOPEA project’s ongoing efforts to engage European young 
people in making ‘docutube’ films which engage such themes in both historical and 
contemporary perspective. 
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Stream D, Sessions 3 and 4 

Prospecting the ‘governmateriality’ of Indigenous Religions 
Chair: Arkotong Longkumer and Bjørn Ola Tafjord 

In this panel, members of the international research project The Governmateriality of Indigenous 
Religions (GOVMAT) discuss preliminary case studies that explore (1) how instances of 
indigenous religions are assembled to perform a variety of tasks in divergent cosmopolitical 
projects and contexts, and (2) how ‘governmateriality’ may be used as an analytical concept to 
understand such formations and functions. A series of open research questions is the main 
output of our papers. We present work-in-progress and point out promising empirical and 
theoretical directions for the study of religion/s. 
 
Konsta Kaikkonen 
Seascapes and tangible heritage in northeastern Norway  

Coastal Saami culture and heritage has most often been documented as seen from land, but 
my project takes a partly different approach. In my presentation, I discuss how a ‘marine’ angle 
reveals that certain sites in Unjárga – a small municipality in northeastern Norway characterised 
by a strong sea Saami history and identity – embody important and manifold connections 
between human and non-human actors both in history and today. I discuss how these 
connections contrast with, and complement, translations in written documents spanning several 
centuries that have contributed to ‘religion-making’ by categorising these sites as ‘places of 
sacrifice’ or ‘sacred places’. I will also briefly relate my observations both to my individual project 
as a whole and the wider GOVMAT project. 

Arkotong Longkumer 
Seed Keepers: Agency and Affective Economies 

In this presentation I explain how engaging in ‘textuality’ with entangled worlds – human-
human; human-non-human – creates a space to explore the tension between different kinds of 
knowledge and the ability to translate that across different cultural contexts. Drawing on my 
research amongst ‘Seed Keepers’ in Nagaland (Northeast of India), I elaborate on the 
processes through which cultural practices around seeds are told, remade, and retold. It 
explores two central questions: to what extent are seeds agents? And how might we think 
about seeds both as a form of governing (the state and villages have a vested interest in 
feeding the population) and a presence in the everyday lives of individuals that affects social 
change. 

Aheli Moitra 
The Morung Express’ governmateriality 
 
This paper thinks through The Morung Express, a newspaper operating from the India-Myanmar 
border state of Nagaland. In what ways are indigenous religion(s) mediated in its news/editorial 
discourses? How can these discursive mediations in the newspaper be better understood 
through ‘governmateriality’? I read a few pages of the March 2020 issues of the newspaper, a 
month before the first case of COVID-19 was reported from Nagaland, to think about The 
Morung Express’ coverage of an alcohol prohibition law in Nagaland. How are the relations 
between christianities, collectives and state mediated through the newspaper’s discourses on 
alcohol prohibition? What light does governmateriality shed on how debates on the control of 
alcohol are mediated through The Morung Express, and what they potentially do? 
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Liudmila Nikanorova 
The governmateriality of Siberian Shamans 

In 2013, Stockholm University organized a workshop on shamans and shamanism to mark the 
100th anniversary of the chair in History of Religions. The substance of the workshop grew into 
the book Horizons of Shamanism (2016). Among the main contributors to the workshop and 
publication was Marjorie Mandelstam Balzer (Georgetown University), who was introduced as 
the leading expert on contemporary Siberian shamanism, who was chosen as a guest speaker 
to guarantee that discussions on shamans were not only about shamans merely as a theoretical 
product but also as “human beings of flesh and blood” (Ulf Drobin 2016: xviii). Three Sakha 
practitioners were thus presented and discussed as “shamans of flesh and blood”. Using the 
example of Horizons of Shamanism (2016), I will discuss how certain Sakha bodies and 
practices today become Siberian shamans and Siberian shamanism, as well as how Siberian 
shamans and shamanism work as governmateriality. 

Bjørn Ola Tafjord 
The governmateriality of Nuestra Señora de los Ángeles  

This paper discusses how Nuestra Señora de los Ángeles, who is more popularly known as La 
Negrita, appears in diverse Costa Rican contexts as what we might think of as 
‘governmateriality’. The main example provided is her public acts in the early stages of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, especially her flights across the national territory, co-organized by the 
Government of the Republic and the Catholic Church and widely broadcasted by the Costa 
Rican press. What were the governing capacities of this tiny black rock statue in these 
moments? What did she do? With, to, and for whom? How can the concept of ‘governmateriality’ 
help us shed light on this? 

Terje Østebø 
Indigeneity, religion, and politics among the Oromo of Ethiopia: The role of religious 
sites  

The Oromo is the largest ethnic group in Ethiopia, constituting ca. 35 percent of the population. 
The Oromo were adherents to their own indigenous religion called Waqefanna, but are today 
Muslims (ca. 50 percent), Orthodox Christians (ca. 27 percent), and Protestant (ca. 18 percent). 
Only a small minority still follow the indigenous religion. Similar to other groups in southern 
Ethiopia, the Oromo were historically politically marginalized and subjugated – something that 
birthed an Oromo ethno-nationalist movement in the early 1970s. Inherent to its project of 
constructing an Oromo identity was the emphasis on Oromo language, the Oromo cultural 
heritage, and, in recent years, Waqefanna as the indigenous Oromo religion. This paper focus 
in particular on the latter aspect, and offers preliminary insights to the re-establishment of certain 
religious spaces as sites for the enactment of ritual practice. As this is a research process in the 
making, some of the questions of the paper are: What are the processes behind the 
establishment of these sites and who are the actors involved? What role do they play in relation 
to the Oromo’s political claims and what significance do they have as part of the Oromo ethno-
nationalist discourse? How are the religious, cultural, and political nature of the sites negotiated 
and contested among Oromo Muslims, Orthodox Christians, and Protestants?  
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Stream D, Session 5 

Religion and the Pandemic 
Chair: George D. Chryssides 

Alex Fry 
Comparing the Church of England’s response to COVID-19 with New Atheism 
conceptions of science: Reflections on how Critical Religion aids understanding of 
‘religion' 

This paper reports findings from a thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with, and 
policy documents produced by, the Church of England's national public policy advisors. This 
group is responsible for guiding the denomination's engagement with COVID-19 in its societal 
and political role as England’s established church. This paper argues that participants’ rationale 
for the Church’s response to the pandemic evinces that, for them, science has a telos rooted in 
a set of values about the dignity of the human person. It also argues that this telos and these 
values possess affinities with those found within the New Atheism. This paper draws on this 
finding in order to affirm the insights of Critical Religion, particularly the need to challenge 
inherited traditions concerning ‘religion’ and on the limitations of ‘religion’ as a category, by 
reflecting on how they offer a suitable framework for interpreting participants’ interview data and 
policy documents. It then suggests some directions for future research in light of this.  

Igor Spanò 
Witchcraft-related Cases in India during the Outbreak of Covid 19 Pandemic 

In India the belief in witches is a phenomenon that is linked to specific elements both of Hindu 
cults, whose devotional expressions and folkloric elements are rooted in the Vedic texts, and 
the belief systems of some indigenous communities. Indeed, although influenced by the 
expressions of the Hindu faith, these groups have retained specific characteristics, in which 
magical elements like the relationship with evil powers, from which the belief in witchcraft 
practices derives, are paramount. However, a study of witch-hunting episodes must also 
consider the social dimension in which they occur, as scholars working on this subject over the 
last decades did. The majority of witch hunts occur within closed social systems, based on 
patriarchy (or which have undergone patriarchalization processes in recent decades) and 
affected by Hinduization and tribalization. Finally, the analysis of beliefs in witchcraft helps to 
unveil the power relations that underlie these beliefs. On the one hand, this paper aims to reflect 
on the religious roots of the belief in witches, without neglecting the possible interpretations just 
mentioned above; on the other hand, it aims to present an initial assessment of the incidence of 
the phenomenon in 2020, at a particularly dramatic historical moment marked by the outbreak 
of the Covid 19 pandemic. The data presented are partial but indicative as they have been 
collected through daily monitoring of the main Indian newspapers in English and some national 
and local newspapers in Hindi.  

Mary Briggs 
The Unsettled Church and State: Shincheonji, Protestantism, and the South Korean 
State 
 
In February of 2020 news outlets around the world ran stories about a millenarian sect known 
as Shincheonji (신천지) at the center of an outbreak of COVID-19 in the South Korean city of 
Daegu. Shincheonji was no stranger to controversy and scrutiny in South Korea, but the 
allegations that members had intentionally infected the public with SARS-CoV-2 catapulted 
this minority religious community into international infamy. Ambitious politicians and church 
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leaders swiftly condemned Shincheonji and vowed to punish their leaders. Although 
Shincheonji complied with government-ordered closures of religious spaces, they were 
subjected to continuous media scrutiny, increased state surveillance, and the arrest of their 
founder while mainstream Protestant churches who refused to comply with government 
guidelines did not face the same consequences. In this presentation, I will explore how 
Shincheonji unsettles the South Korean state and Protestant community, focusing on 
Shincheonji’s political activities and millenarian vision. I will also argue that approaching 
Shincheonji through the perspective of the Study of Religions enables a deeper understanding 
of Shincheonji and its significance in current South Korean society. 
 

 
Stream D, Session 6 

Religion and Activism 
Chair: Stephen Gregg 

Ting Guo  
Diffused Religion and Civil Religion: Rethinking Religion and Secularity through Hong 
Kong Protests 

In studying the religious role in Chinese societies, sociologist C. K. Yang famously proposed the 
notion of diffused religion, arguing that Chinese religions were historically diffused insofar as 
their institutions were less distinct or not separate from each other or secular institutions, and 
their theologies and rituals were intimately merged with non-religious institutions, social orders, 
and everyday life. Building on Yang’s theory, this article demonstrates beyond a popular 
assumption and representation of Christianity in Hong Kong protests by first demonstrating the 
religious activism of Buddhism, Daoism, and Chinese folk religions to reveal a more complex 
religious ecology in which Christianity, institutional Chinese religions and less institutional folk 
religions have all diffused into secular institutions and with each other, contributing to the 
foundation of the Chinese community in the past and the pursuit of democracy, justice, and 
freedom today on the grassroots, non-institutional level. As the protest continues, diffused 
religion in Hong Kong further exhibits characteristics of what American sociologist Robert Bellah 
refers to as civil religion, as local beliefs, symbols, and rituals become increasingly 
institutionalised in a collectivity to define the city’s future identity. 

Paul François Tremlett 
Transnational Digital Activism: Online Moral Publics 
 
Recent research focusing on the online “anti-public sphere” (Davis, 2020) raises critical 
questions about democracy and legitimacy in societies characterised by rapid, unpredictable 
flows of information that transgress traditionally constituted borders and sovereignties 
(Castells 2013). This research paper focuses on Filipino advocacy organisations in the UK and 
Europe that campaign on a range of issues including environmental justice for indigenous 
peoples, mining and extrajudicial killings and disappearances. These organisations seek to 
mobilise global publics on social media to sign petitions, make donations and publicise issues 
that, I will argue, demonstrate the formation of networked moral publics. These moral publics 
and their constitution through horizontal digital networks points to new kinds of spirited 
democratic engagement and participation, that form an important counterweight to the 
discourse about anti-publics and the alt-right. 
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Eileen Barker 
Keeping an Eye on ‘The Cults’: A Comparative Look at Contemporary Cult-Watching 
Groups in Europe and their Role Setting the Scene 

Following the conclusion of World War II, a wave of new religious movements mushroomed 
throughout most of Western Europe. Some of these were indigenous, but more were imports 
from the USA, then India and elsewhere around the world. Popular reactions to these new 
religions, dubbed as ‘cults’, ranged from unenthusiastic to aggressively hostile, and by the 1970s 
a number of organisations were being established to warn of the religions’ allegedly dangerous 
beliefs (the counter-cultists) and behaviours (the anti-cultists). Largely as a reaction to the 
ignorance and misinformation that was being promulgated by a hostile media, scholars and 
some human-rights activists began to organise in order to provide more reliable information 
about the new religions, several of whose members were being illegally kidnapped for 
‘deprogramming’. Following the Fall of the Berlin Wall, new religions rapidly spread across 
Eastern Europe, giving rise to different conflicts, often with attacks originating from traditional 
churches. The chapter charts the emergence of a variety of such ‘cult-watching groups’, and the 
changing influences they have wielded over the past half century. 

 
 
Stream D, Session 7 

Studies of Interfaith 
Chair: Paul Hedges 

Liam Sutherland 
The Need for Critical Studies of the Interfaith Movement: An Overview of the Promises 
and Challenges in Overcoming one of the Field’s Last Great Blind Spots 

The Interfaith movement has become an increasingly pervasive component of the public, 
normative representation of ‘religions.’ Interfaith groups themselves may be small and not widely 
known, but in practice they have frequently facilitated and formalised interactions between 
religions, often encouraged by civic authorities. It is surprising then how little attention the 
interfaith movement has received from critical scholars of religion. Such scholarship has 
highlighted the social construction of ‘religions’ within secular nation-states and their ideological 
dependence on a pluralisation (and homogenisation) of the category of ‘religion’, as well as the 
labour of intellectuals and academics themselves in promoting their intrenchment as timeless 
and essentially apolitical. Arguably, it is the interfaith movement which has increasingly come to 
define the character of this normative religious pluralism in the 21st century. Therefore, they 
should be studied as social groups, spaces and agents in their own right, involving their own 
issues of power and representation, rather than merely as an incidental part of these processes. 
Furthermore, since theological literature on interfaith has expanded to fit this lacuna, the need 
for critical scholarship on the interfaith movement has never been greater. 

Hugh Goddard 
Religious Studies and Inter-faith Relations: a Case Study of the Edinburgh Interfaith 
Association (EIFA) 

Among the legacies of Frank Whaling, the first Lecturer, and later Professor, of Religious Studies 
in the University of Edinburgh, was the establishment, in 1989, of the Edinburgh Interfaith 
Association (EIFA – www.edinburghinterfaith.com). This paper will trace the history and 
development of the Association, outlining the growth of religious diversity in the city through the 
changes in its religious demography, reviewing the activities of the Association over the three 
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decades of its existence, and critically assessing its contribution to the life of the city. 
Consideration will also be given to the relationship between the academic discipline of Religious 
Studies and the day-to-day management of relations between different religious communities in 
the wider society. 

Lauren Morry 
Spatial Imaginaries and Anglican-Muslim Relations in Birmingham, UK 

In recent years the Church of England has committed itself to examining its relationship to other 
religious bodies, with a particular focus on Christian-Muslim dialogue, resulting in an outpouring 
of national-level debates and reports. This paper shifts the perspective to the local level and 
analyses the efforts of Anglican communities in Birmingham to engage with local Muslim 
communities. I approach localised, ‘everyday’ religious lives in Birmingham ethnographically 
and through interviews with over twenty parish priests and community members. I argue that 
the religious identities of Anglicans in Birmingham are undergirded by a spatial imaginary which 
they map onto the city, and which provides a structure in which to engage with other religious 
communities. Central to this imaginary is the parish system and the correlated notion of the ‘cure 
of souls.’ Though these concepts ostensibly have little bearing on the lives of those outside the 
Church of England, I seek to demonstrate their centrality in the lives of Anglican communities 
and their subsequent effect on community relations in Birmingham. 

 
 
Stream D, Session 8 

Religion and the Nation State 
Chair: Arkotong Longkumer 

Jacob Barrett 
Critique, Solve, Repeat: Moving Beyond the Sullivanian Model of Religious Freedom 
Scholarship in the United States 

Winnifred Fallers Sullivan’s The Impossibility of Religious Freedom provides the model for 
current religious freedom scholarship as it critiques naturalized understandings of religious 
freedom, begins to recognize the governing relationship between state and religion, and 
assumes that there is a solution to the issue. Through a survey of three popular works that 
replicate it in full, I show how the Sullivanian model has become the norm for religious freedom 
scholarship. I then move to Jolyon Thomas, who breaks from Sullivan’s model in his book Faking 
Liberties by examining religious freedom as an invention of the state rather than providing 
solutions. Finally, I suggest that, instead of focusing on an end goal where religious freedom is 
fully realized, scholarship should follow Thomas in moving away from Sullivan’s model of 
presenting a solution and take cues from Naomi Goldenberg, whose theory of religion as a 
vestigial state provides answers to the ideas Thomas begins discussing. When religious 
freedom scholarship adopts this framework, analysis on issues of religious freedom can extend 
beyond the content of a case or the tendency to strive for a fully realized religious freedom and 
participate in more critical scholarship that sees religious freedom as a mechanism of 
governance. 
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András Máté-Tóth, Réka Szilárdi and Zsuzsanna Szugyiczki 
Retrospectives and perspectives on the Study of Religion in Hungary 

In Hungary, the scientific study of religion as an academic discipline and a degree-program 
started in 1997, at the University of Szeged. The first department for the Study of Religion was 
founded here as well, in 2000. Both starts were designated to Prof. Máté-Tóth, who initiated this 
innovation and who will resign soon, leaving the department in the hands of one of his very first 
students, Ass. Prof. Réka Szilárdi, co-author of the recent paper. She has the task and challenge 
to reboot the program and the department, as well as to contextualize the teaching material and 
methods. In her work, she is supported by a young scholar, Zsuzsanna Szugyiczki, who 
completed BA and MA programs, and soon will be finishing her Ph.D. at the department. Our 
commonly elaborated paper’s mainline is to show the leading trends of Religious Studies in 
Hungary, through the development of the first Hungarian department for the Study of Religion. 
The most important milestones are first, the turn from Theology to Religious Studies represented 
by the work of Prof. Máté-Tóth, secondly the transdisciplinary approach in the Study of Religion 
represented by Ass. Prof. Szilárdi, and finally, the open questions regarding the repositioning of 
the discipline in the scientific milieus and the public discourse of Hungary.  

Yeonju Lee 
Becoming Minjokjonggyo: Nationalism of Korean native new religions expressed 
through the identity of ‘national religions’ 

Along with the dramatic changes in history, politics and culture that took place in modern Korea, 
the religious life of Korean people went through significant transformations. One notable aspect 
of this development was the emergence of numerous native new religious movements from the 
late 19th century, beginning with Donghak (‘Eastern Learning’). Well known examples of these 
native new religions include Cheondogyo, Wonbulgyo, Daejonggyo, and orders in the family of 
Jeungsan tradition. The proposed presentation comes from my current PhD project which 
examines Korean native new religions through the theme of nationalism. In the active and 
diversified scene of religions in Korea, new religions include a myriad of religions that vary in 
belief, practice, and history. From the broad range of new religions, a loose yet palpable category 
can be delineated, which is minjokjonggyo. Minjok is a Korean word for ‘nation’ or sometimes 
‘ethnie’, and accordingly minjokjonggyo literally translates into ‘national’ or ‘ethnic’ religion. 
These religions are new religions that are native to Korea, most of which originate from influential 
grassroot religious movements from the late 19th century to the first half of the 20th century. 
Even though these religions vary in many aspects, nationalism is a key feature that is shared 
across minjokjonggyo, displayed in different ways and forms. Although relatively recent in origin, 
minjokjonggyo has become a widely used concept to categorise native new religions, used in 
general as well as academic contexts. Notably, this identity of minjokjonggyo was actively 
adopted and developed by the religions themselves, and it has also been institutionalised into 
The Association of Korean Native Religions. In the presentation, my focus is on the significance 
of minjokjonggo as an identity constructed by religious actors as well as academia based upon 
internal and external perceptions on the religions as representatives of Korean religious and 
spiritual tradition. I aim to offer a critical perspective on the category of minjokjonggyo by 
exploring the history of how minjokjonggyo as a concept and an inter-religious community 
developed, and outlining the main features that could be identified as expressions of 
‘Koreanness’.
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Uppsala University 
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Jacobs Stephen University of Wolverhampton s.jacobs@wlv.ac.uk 
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