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Welcome 
From Dr Chris Cotter, Conference Organising Team 

It gives me great pleasure to give you all a virtual welcome to the 2022 conference of the British 

Association for the Study of Religions. A welcome which will be repeated in the Hub Theatre on 30 

August, and broadcast to over twenty additional delegates online! 

For those of you who have never attended a BASR conference before, a most sincere and hearty 

welcome. In the pages that follow you will find information on what to expect at the conference, 

who the various key players are and get a detailed flavour of the kinds of discourse that you will 

encounter over the three days of the event. If there is anything that is unclear, or you find yourself 

lost (physically or virtually) please do not hesitate to grab a word with one of the “Key People” 

highlighted below, send an email to BASR22@open.ac.uk or give me a call or text on 07860 777148.  

For those who have previously attended – whether in the “before times”, or over the last two years 

of virtual conferences – much of what you will experience will be very familiar, but with some 

notable differences. 

First, we’re not meeting on our usual days and dates (Monday–Wednesday in the first week of 

September). Indeed, as Stephen Gregg informed the BASR membership at the end of March, this 

conference was not meant to be at the OU at all, because our previously arranged host institution 

had to pull out. This meant that arrangements had to be made at pace and later than usual. I am 

very proud of what we have managed to pull off, and we are so grateful to John Maiden and the RS 

discipline at the OU for answering the BASR’s plea for hosts, and to David Robertson and Suzanne 

Newcombe for joining us on the organising team. Indeed, it is especially good to host at the OU, 

because we were meant to be here for our pandemic-affected online conference in 2020! 

Second, this is our first collaborative conference for quite some time! The conference is co-

sponsored by Inform (www.inform.ac) which exists to prevent harm based on misinformation by 

bringing the insights and methods of academic research into the public domain. This collaboration 

has resulted in a very fruitful conference theme – Religion and Public Engagement – and several very 

important contributions to the conference programme, including our keynote lecture from Jasjit 

Singh, and a plenary roundtable discussion on Inform: Past, Present and Future.  

Finally, after two years of fully online conferences (OU, 2020; Edinburgh 2021) we were very excited 

to get back to meeting in person. However, the online aspect also brought many benefits, including 

increasing accessibility, reducing costs, increasing international participation, and reducing carbon 

footprint. With this in mind, we made the decision to run a hybrid stream throughout this 

conference. Running a fully hybrid event is complex and difficult to get right. Indeed, we probably 

won’t get everything right with our chosen route. But we hope that providing this option will enrich 

the conference experience for everyone, and that it has facilitated the participation of some who 

might not otherwise have been able to join us. Fingers crossed that the technology cooperates.  

In closing, I’d like to say some word of thanks. Everyone listed on the “Key People” page has 

contributed to making this event a reality, so I shan’t single anyone out for further individual praise – 

but thank you! Our job has been made immensely easier by the stellar administrative assistance of 

Lizzy Clarke (and, while she was on leave, Sheila Hobbs). And Sam Hazell and AJ Nixon will be doing 

sterling work throughout the conference to ensure that the AV and hybrid elements run smoothly. 

Thank you all. Finally, many thanks to everyone at Kents Hill Park and in the Events Office at the OU.   

Welcome to BASR 2022! Let’s do this… 

mailto:BASR22@open.ac.uk
http://www.inform.ac/
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About the BASR 
 

The British Association for the Study of Religions (BASR) was founded in 

1954 and is a member association of the International Association for the 

History of Religions and of the European Association for the Study of 

Religions. 

The object of BASR is to promote the academic study of religion/s, 

understood as the historical, social, theoretical, critical and comparative 

study of religion/s through the interdisciplinary collaboration of all scholars 

whose research is defined in this way. BASR is not a forum for confessional, apologetic, or similar 

concerns. 

BASR pursues its aims principally through an annual conference and general meeting, a regular 

Bulletin, and a Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions. Membership is open to all 

scholars normally resident in the United Kingdom. 

https://basr.ac.uk/  

 

 

 

 

About INFORM 
 

Inform is an independent educational charity providing information about 

minority religions and sects which is as accurate, up-to-date and as 

evidence-based as possible. 

We exist to prevent harm based on misinformation about minority 

religions and sects by bringing the insights and methods of academic 

research into the public domain. 

Our name Inform is an acronym for “Information Network Focus On 

Religious Movements.” For more information about our background and links to articles on our work 

see the entry on Inform in the Critical Dictionary of Apocalyptic and Millenarian Movements. 

https://inform.ac/ 

  

https://basr.ac.uk/
https://www.cdamm.org/articles/inform
https://inform.ac/
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About the OU 
 

The Open University (OU) is the largest university in the United 

Kingdom by number of students. Most the OU's undergraduate 

students are based in the United Kingdom and principally study off-

campus; many of its courses (both undergraduate and 

postgraduate) can also be studied anywhere in the world.  

The OU was established in 1969 and was initially based at 

Alexandra Palace, north London, using the television studios and 

editing facilities which had been vacated by the BBC. The first 

students enrolled in January 1971. The university administration is now based at Walton Hall, Milton 

Keynes, but has administration centres in other parts of the United Kingdom. It also has a presence 

in other European countries. The university awards undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, as 

well as non-degree qualifications such as diplomas and certificates or continuing education units. It 

also offers unique Open Degrees, in which students may study any combination of modules across 

all subjects. 

With more than 205,420 students enrolled, including around 34% of new undergraduates aged 

under 25 and more than 8,802 overseas students, it is the largest academic institution in the United 

Kingdom (and one of the largest in Europe) by student number, and qualifies as one of the world's 

largest universities. Since it was founded, more than 2 million students have studied its courses.  

The OU won the Teaching Excellence and Digital Innovation categories in The Guardian University 

Awards 2018. In 2018–19 the OU had a £2.77 billion impact on the UK economy. It also produces 

more CEOs than any other UK university 
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Key People 
 

Should you have any questions about the conference, the BASR, INFORM, or the OU during your 

visit, the following people will be happy to help. Chris will also be monitoring BASR22@open.ac.uk 

throughout the conference, and you can call him on 07860 777148 if needed.  

 

    
Prof. Eileen Barker Dr George D. Chryssides Dr Chris Cotter Dr Stephen Gregg 

Founder of Inform / 
Professor Emerita at LSE 

 

Chair of Management 
Committee at Inform 

 

Honorary Treasurer of 
BASR / Staff Tutor in 

Sociology and RS at the OU 
 

Honorary President of 
the BASR 

 

    
Dr Sarah Harvey Dr John Maiden Dr Suzanne Newcombe Dr Suzanne Owen 

Senior Research Officer at 
Inform 

 

Head of Discipline and 
Senior Lecturer in RS at the 

OU 
 

Honorary Director of 
Inform / Senior Lecturer in 

RS at the OU 
 

Honorary Secretary of 
the BASR 

 

    
Prof. Mel Prideaux Dr David Robertson Dr Stefanie Sinclair Dr Aled Thomas 

Ordinary Member of the 
BASR Committee 

 

Senior Lecturer in RS at the 
OU 

 

Teaching and Learning Rep. 
of the BASR / Senior 

Lecturer in RS at the OU 
 

Web Officer of the 
BASR 

 

 

  

 

 Dr Joe Webster Dr Theo Wildcroft  

mailto:BASR22@open.ac.uk
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Ordinary Member of the 

BASR Committee 
 

Bulletin Editor for the BASR 
 

 

Venue Information  
 

The conference is taking place in two main locations, which are right beside each other – The Hub 

Theatre (and adjacent rooms, Juniper and Medlar) and the Christodoulou Meeting Rooms (11 and 

15). Locations are given in the programme below, and on the more detailed pages about specific 

events. Both locations are right beside Walton Hall, which is the central Open University building, 

and the one that most sat navs will direct you to. All tea and coffee breaks, the three lunches, and 

the wine reception, will be offered in Juniper and Medlar, right next to the Hub Theatre. 

Accommodation, evening meals, breakfast, bar, and evening entertainment are all at Kents Hill Park, 

which is off campus, in a non-OU venue, but only a 10–15-minute walk from the Hub Theatre.  

Below, you will find the addresses and contact details for each venue, and maps to help guide you. 

A better quality campus map can be found here: 

https://www.open.ac.uk/about/main/sites/www.open.ac.uk.about.main/files/files/ecms/web-

content/Campus-Map.pdf  

Guests staying in the accommodation will need to check out before setting off for the conference on 

their final day. 

Parking is available on campus at the Berrill Visitor Car Park, and at Kents Hill Park. Delegates are 

welcome to move their cars between venues but should provide their registration number to the 

reception at Kents Hill if relevant.   

Finally, we cannot escape the fact that the Covid-19 pandemic which has affected us all in so many 

ways is still very much upon us. If you are feeling unwell, please follow government guidance – 

before travel, and after arriving in Milton Keynes – and do not attend the conference in person. You 

will still be able to attend much of the conference online if this becomes a reality for you. When on 

campus, please follow government guidance and the signage around campus, and respect that 

others might require or desire more personal space than pre-pandemic, to wear masks, and so on. 

Be sensible, be safe, and help others to be safe. Thank you.  

Conference Venue, Lunches, Tea and Coffee, Wine Reception: 

The Hub Theatre and Christodoulou Meeting Rooms 11 & 15,  
The Open University,  
Milton Keynes, 
MK7 6AA 
Contact: Dr Chris Cotter, 07860 777148  
 
Accommodation, Breakfast, Evening Meals, Entertainment and Bar: 
 
Kents Hill Park,  
Milton Keynes  
MK7 6BZ 
Contact: 01908 358000

https://www.open.ac.uk/about/main/sites/www.open.ac.uk.about.main/files/files/ecms/web-content/Campus-Map.pdf
https://www.open.ac.uk/about/main/sites/www.open.ac.uk.about.main/files/files/ecms/web-content/Campus-Map.pdf
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Timetable  
All online/hybrid sessions will take place on Microsoft Teams in the Hub Theatre. In-Person 
delegates may attend and participate as normal. 
 
Tuesday 30 August  
 

• 11.30-12.45 Registration & Buffet lunch from 12.00, Hub Theatre (Juniper & Medlar)  

• 12.45-13.30 Welcome with Dr Chris Cotter, Prof. Shonil Bagwat, Dr Stephen Gregg, Dr 
George Chryssides, and Dr John Maiden, Hub Theatre [Hybrid] 

• 13.30-15.00 Session 1, Hub Theatre and CMR 11&15 

• 15.00-15.30 Tea & Coffee, Juniper & Medlar 

• 15:30-17.00 Session 2, Hub Theatre and CMR 11&15 

• 17.00-17.30 Wine Reception, Juniper & Medlar 

• 17.30-19.00 Keynote – Dr Jasjit Singh, Hub Theatre [Hybrid] 

• 19.00-20.30 Evening Meal, Restaurant at Kents Hill Park. Arrive and eat any time in window. 

• 20.30-21.30 RSP Festive Special Recording: “The Institutional Factor”, Kents Hill Park 

• The bar at Kents Hill Park will remain open until late. 
 
Wednesday 31 August  
 

• 8.00-9.00 Breakfast, Kents Hill Park 

• 9.30-11.00 Session 3, Hub Theatre and CMR 11&15 

• 11.00-11.30 Tea & Coffee, Juniper & Medlar 

• 11.30-13.00 Session 4, Hub Theatre and CMR 11&15 

• 13.00-14.00 Buffet Lunch, Juniper & Medlar 

• 14.00-15.30 Session 5, Hub Theatre and CMR 11&15 

• 15.30-16.00 Tea & Coffee, Juniper & Medlar 

• 16.00-17.30 BASR AGM, Hub Theatre [Hybrid] 

• 17.45-19.00 INFORM Roundtable, Hub Theatre [Hybrid] 

• 20.00-21.30 Gala Dinner, Private Dining at Kents Hill Park.  

• The bar at Kents Hill Park will remain open until late. 
 
Thursday 1 September: 
 

• 8.00-9.00: Breakfast; time to check-out of rooms, Kents Hill Park 

• 9.30-11.00 Session 6, Hub Theatre and CMR 11&15 

• 11.00-11.30: Tea & Coffee, Juniper & Medlar 

• 11.30-13.00: Plenary session and closure, Hub Theatre [Hybrid] 

• 13.00-14.00: Buffet Lunch and departure, Juniper & Medlar 
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Parallel Sessions 
As a rule, all papers will be 20 minutes followed by 10 minutes for questions. Some chairs may 

vary this at their discretion.  

 

Session 1, 30 August - 13.30-15.00  
Stream 1 – Christodoulou 
Meeting Room (CMR) 11 

Stream 2 – CMR 15 Stream 3 (Hybrid) – Hub 
Theatre 

Fieldwork 
 
 
 
Chair: Joseph Webster 

RETOPEA: Engaging Young 
People with Religious Diversity 
Through Filmmaking: Past and 
Present 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair  

Feminism and Gender 
 
 
 
Chair: Theo Wildcroft 

Mel Prideaux – Failing at 
Research with Hardly 
Reached Communities: A 
case study 

John Wolffe, John Maiden and 
Stefanie Sinclair 

Eleanor Tiplady Higgs – 
Christianity and Feminism in 
World YWCA Discourse: 
Perspectives from Accra and 
Johannesburg [in person] 

Suzanne Vernon Yorke – Is 
interfaith work inclusive of 
women? Or in other words, 
“Why don’t you get us some 
tea.” 

 

Shai Feraro – Troubled 
Masculinities in British 
Paganism set against the 
Feminist Challenge During the 
1970s-1980s [online] 

Douglas Davies – Religious, 
Secular, and Mixed Death 
Rites 

 

Chrissie Thwaites – Control 
and repression in British 
women’s experiences of 
Christian purity culture 
[online] 

Session 2, 30 August – 15.30-17.00  
Stream 1 – CMR 11 Stream 2 – CMR 15 Stream 3 (Online) – Hub 

Theatre 

Religion and Public 
Engagement 
Chair: Mel Prideaux  

Scholarly Positioning  
 
Chair: Suzanne Owen 

Lived Religion 
 
Chair: Maria Nita 

Saleema Burney - Reframing 
Islam and Science in the 
British Context: The 
Emerging Engagement of 
Muslim Religious Leaders 
with Scientific Discourses 

Eileen Barker - From Ivory 
Tower to Impact; From World 
Rejecting to World Adjusting: 
Transformations in engagement 
patterns by scholars and new 
religions over the past 50 years. 

Hesron H. Sihombing - Lived 
Religion in the Pandemic Time: 
Rethinking Digital Space as 
Public Sphere 

Stephen Gregg - Parallel 
Engagement: Public and 
Private Practice in a British 
Ashram 

Theodora Wildcroft - A Centre 
for Yoga Studies: philanthropy, 
community engagement and 
academia 

Deepak Ojha - Making of 
Sacred Place: With Reference 
of Online Hindu Worship 

Katya Braginskaia - Muslim 
and Jewish responses to 
welcoming newcomers in 
Britain: agents of integration 
or critical advocates? 

George D. Chryssides - Going 
Too Far? Issues in Engaged 
Research 

Tova Makhani-Belkin - "I work 
for the betterment of my 
community, for the 
betterment of the world": 
Serving humanity in the Bahai 
faith in Ireland 
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Session 3, 31 August - 09.30-11.00  

Stream 1 – CMR 11 Stream 2 – CMR 15 Stream 3 (Hybrid) – Hub 
Theatre 

Politics and Knowledge 
 
 
 
Chair: Aled Thomas  

Public perception of an 
education in religion and 
worldviews: Insights from 
stakeholders 
Chair: Kathryn Wright 

Public Scholarship 
 
 
 
Chair: Suzanne Newcombe  

David G. Robertson and 
Katja Valaskivi - Epistemic 
Capital and Contestations: 
Presenting a new 
interdisciplinary research 
program 

Kathryn Wright - A 
representative sample? Public 
perception of religion and 
worldviews 

Angela Puca - Delivering 
Academic Scholarship on 
YouTube and TikTok 

James Crossley - The Religion 
of British Socialism 

Sarah Harvey - Stakeholder 
Perceptions of an Education in 
Religion and Worldviews: 
Strengths, Challenges and 
Potential Ways Forward 

Vivian Asimos - Researching 
Cosplay and the Shifting Role 
of the Public Academic 

Stuart McAnulla - Religion 
and the politics of the UK 
‘culture wars’ 

Tim Hutchings - Three Models 
of Research on Schools: Public 
Engagement from Micro to 
National Level  

Paul Hedges (Online) - The 
Scholar as Government 
Stooge: Politics, Cohesion, 
Dialogue, and the Study of 
Religion  

 
Session 4, 31 August - 11.30-13.00 

  
Stream 1 – CMR 11 Stream 2 – CMR 15 Stream 3 (Hybrid) – Hub 

Theatre 

Education 
 
 
Chair: John Maiden  

New Frontiers in the Study of 
Religion 
 
Chair: Suzanne Newcombe  

Roundtable: The dawn of 
everything or the return of 
universal history? 
Chair: Paul-François Tremlett 

Douglas Davies - Worldview 
Religious Studies 

James Murphy and Nicole Holt - 
Coping with Challenging Life 
Events: A Qualitative Research 
Synthesis Exploring Religious 
and Spiritual Coping 

Carole Cusack, Graham 
Harvey, David Robertson and 
Paul-François Tremlett 

Joseph Diwakar - ‘Bash 
camps’: an evangelical 
mission to the public 
schools; 1927-69 

Nicole Graham - Why So 
Serious?: Making a Case for (the 
Study of) Humour and Religion 

 

Elizabeth Munro - The 
Contemplative Value of 
Religious Studies in Schools 

Liam Sutherland - Theorizing 
Religion and Nationalism: The 
Need for Critical Reflexivity in 
the Analysis of Overlapping 
Areas of Research 
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Session 5, 31 August - 14.00-15.30  

Stream 1 – CMR 11 Stream 2 – CMR 15 Stream 3 (Online) – Hub 
Theatre 

Roundtable: ‘Cult’ Rhetoric 
in the 21st Century 
 
Chairs: Aled Thomas & 
Edward Graham-Hyde 

Ecology 
 
Chair: Marion Bowman 

Nation 
 
Chair: John Maiden  

Aled Thomas, Edward 
Graham-Hyde, Suzanne 
Newcombe, Sarah Harvey, 
George D. Chryssides and 
Donald Westbrook 

Maria Nita - Ritual as public 
engagement: public outreach in 
the climate movement 

Philip Deslippe and Stacie 
Stukin - A Janus-Faced Jatha: 
3HO’s Engagement with 
Punjabi Sikh and General 
American Audiences 

 Claire Wanless - Quaker 
responses to the Climate Crisis 

Maija Grizane - Latvian Old 
Believer religious holidays 
during the Soviet period: 
public propaganda vs personal 
practice 

 
Stephen Jacobs - Seeds, Forests 
and Family: Vandana Shiva’s 
Gandhian Ecofeminism 

Anna M. Solarz and Iuliia 
Korniichuk - The Orthodox and 
Catholic Churches in the face 
of the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine 

 
Session 6, 1 September - 09.30-11.00  

Stream 1 – CMR 11 Stream 2 – CMR 15 Stream 3 (Hybrid) – Hub 
Theatre 

Unlearning: Education and 
the public understanding of 
Buddhism (4 papers)  
 
Chairs: Elizabeth Harris & 
Nick Swann 

Nationalism 
 
 
 
 
Chair: David Robertson  

Teaching and Learning 
Religious Studies in Higher 
Education 
 
Chairs: Joseph Webster & 
Stefanie Sinclair 

Nick Swann - Decolonising 
The Buddhist Displays at 
Chiddingstone Castle, Kent  

Dayal Paleri - Crisis as 
Opportunity: The politics of 
'Seva' and Hindu nationalist 
response to Covid-19 pandemic 
in Kerala, South India 

Suzanne Newcombe, Paul-
Francois Tremlett, Maria Nita 
and Hugh Beattie - 
Decolonising Religious Studies 
and Promoting Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion 

Romana Meereis - Buddhist 
Studies Curricula in UK 
Secondary Education  

Vishal Sangu - How Colonialism 
shaped modern Sikh identity 

Suzanne Owen - Toward 
Decolonising the Teaching of 
Indigenous Religions 

Vishvapani Blomfield - 
Communicating Buddhism to 
Radio 4 listeners 

Thomas Dolan - Roman 
Catholicism, Christendom, 
History: The Conception of John 
Hume’s Formula for Irish Unity 

Claire Wanless - Use of 
personal experience in 
teaching about the climate 
crisis 

Elizabeth Harris - the print 
medium and the public 
understanding of Buddhism. 
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Keynote Lecture: Jasjit Singh 
 

“Becoming an accidental activist: Religion, Academia and Community Engagement” 
Jasjit Singh, University of Leeds 

 
Chair: Stephen Gregg, BASR Honorary President / University of Wolverhampton 

 
Using my research on Sikhs in diaspora as a case study, in this paper I examine what it means to 

engage communities with research on religion and how this has been impacted by the research 

framework in Britain. Having outlined popular models of public engagement, I analyse REF2021 

Impact case studies to understand the most frequent types of public engagement undertaken by 

scholars of religion. I then reflect on my journey into academia which began with an AHRC/ESRC 

Religion and Society collaborative doctoral award in conjunction with the British Educational and 

Cultural Association of Sikhs (BECAS) and how the experiences of this collaboration influenced my 

academic career going forward. I reflect on how my status as one of few Sikhs in academia 

researching Sikhs, has led me to become an ‘accidental activist’, leading to engagement with media 

organisations, policy makers, RE teachers, community groups and the legal profession. Having 

assessed how my privileged status as an academic has often led me to become a ‘community 

representative’ in these various arenas, I reflect on how Sikh media, policy makers and community 

groups engaged with and promoted my research when I tacked an issue of significance to them, 

challenging representations of Sikhs in media and policy. While some argue that academics should 

not engage in such activism, claiming it compromises the objectivity of academic research (Wells, 

2018) I build on the work of Choudry (2020) who argues that challenging dominant processes of 

knowledge production requires recentring understandings of scholarship that are not solely driven 

by higher-education models and practices, but which require academics and communities to work 

together in a mutually dependent relationship. 

 

Dr Jasjit Singh is based at the University of Leeds where 

he is employed as an Associate Professor in the School 

of Philosophy, Religion and the History of Science 

(PRHS). His research focuses on the religious and cultural 

lives of South Asians in Britain, with a particular focus on 

‘Religious and Cultural transmission’ and on the 

representation of religious minorities. 

Prior to his current post he was a University Academic 

Fellow and Research and Impact Fellow as part of Arts 

Engaged at Leeds, a team dedicated to helping 

academics work towards understanding how their 

research could make a difference. He completed his PhD 

(recognised for research excellence) in 2012 in 

the Department of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of Leeds where his research was 

supervised by Prof. Kim Knott and Dr Sean McLoughlin. His PhD was funded through a Collaborative 

Studentship as part of the AHRC/ESRC Religion and Society programme in conjunction with the 

British Educational and Cultural Association of Sikhs (BECAS), an organisation formed 25 years ago to 

oversee the educational interests of Sikh children and young people. https://drjasjitsingh.com/  

https://drjasjitsingh.com/
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Roundtable Discussion: INFORM Past, Present and Future 
 

Professor Emerita Eileen Barker, OBE, FBA founder of Inform 

Dr George Chryssides, current governor, and chair of Inform's Management Committee 

Dr Sarah Harvey, Senior Research Officer 

Dr Suzanne Newcombe, current honorary director of Inform 

Professor Graham Harvey, current governor (might join online) 

Chaired by David Robertson, The Open University 

As many BASR members will know, Inform (www.inform.ac) was founded over 30 years ago, in 1988, 

by Professor Eileen Barker at the London School of Economics. Inform exists to provide up-to-date, 

evidence-based information about minority religions and spiritual movements and seeks to prevent 

harm based on ignorance and/or misinformation about minority religions and sects by bringing the 

insights and methods of academic research into the public domain.  

In 2018, Inform - still an independent charity - moved from the LSE to the department of Theology 

and Religious Studies at King's College London. Professor Barker stepped down as honorary director 

in 2020 and Dr Suzanne Newcombe has been acting as honorary director since then, with the 

guidance of a board of trustees (which includes Professor Graham Harvey and Dr Jasjit Singh) and a 

very active management committee (chaired by Dr George Chryssides). Dr Sarah Harvey is the paid 

staff member in charge of Inform's day-to-day operations.  

However, Inform has always been a network - attempting to find and analyse the best sources of 

information to answer a particular question in regard to minority and/or new religions. In this 

capacity BASR members have always played an important part of Inform's wider existence. 

We would like to take this opportunity to reflect with the BASR community on the past, present and 

future of Inform. What lessons can be learned from its past in the public communication of accurate 

information about religion? What might its most important roles be going forward?  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

   

http://www.inform.ac/
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Paper Abstracts  

Session 1, Stream 1 - Fieldwork  
Chair: Joseph Webster 

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 11, 30 August - 13.30-15.00 

Failing at Research with Hardly Reached Communities: A case study 
Mel Prideaux 

Ten years ago I did a short exploratory research project looking at Gypsy Pentecostalist experience 

of engaging with other religious groups and the local community. Ever since this has mainly acted as 

a valuable and challenging example in teaching of how and why projects can fail when working with 

groups who are ‘Hardly Reached’ (Singh, 2022). In this paper I will discuss both the experience itself 

but also how I have used it in teaching – and how failure can be a really valuable lesson! 

Is interfaith work inclusive of women? Or in other words, “Why don’t you get us 

some tea.”  
Suzanne Vernon Yorke 

Interfaith work is male-dominated, both numerically and socially. In the hierarchy of the interfaith 

world, women are marginalised. From grass-roots to “high level”, there are demographic changes. I 

draw on the data generated from 40 semi-structured interviews, across three UK cities, with women 

and men, in equal numbers, identifying as Sikh, Jewish, Hindu, Muslim and Christian, as a way of 

rooting the paper in the lived experience of interfaith practitioners. Drawing on the participants’ 

own words, issues of exclusion are revealed, as they speak on male-dominated faith leadership; 

attitudes and expectations of servant/assistant roles; and gatekeeping by co-religionists. This paper 

further explores the consequences of that marginalisation, the self-perpetuating cycle that often 

emerges, and the detrimental impact on women’s self-esteem and wellbeing. In sharing their 

stories, I give space to the lived experiences of women who describe the effects of challenging the 

status quo. The language of struggle, exhaustion and isolation is prevalent and significant. Alongside, 

are glimpses of the important role of allyship, and the significant challenge of starting places (the 

gender views within each religious tradition). As rivers feed the sea, their blockages and pollutants 

are important. Similarly, the way individual religious traditions approach gender impacts the 

interfaith ocean. Therefore, gender awareness amongst interfaith creators/convenors is crucial. 

When it comes to public engagement, civic institutions working with religious groups, can 

unknowingly collude with the exclusion of women. Finally, it has been said that, “In  understanding  

gender  inequalities  it  is  essential  to  research  the  more  privileged  group  as  well  as  the  less  

privileged” and “In order to better understand the relationship between gender and religion, we 

need context-specific studies that foreground women’s (and men’s) own narratives.” This paper 

offers both, as we hear from women and men, some of whom are refusing to make any more tea. 

Religious, Secular, and Mixed Death Rites 
Douglas Davies  

This paper will focus on the changes in UK funeral practice over the last twenty years regarding the 

falling and rising significance of religious, humanist, and civil celebrants, and in the rise of woodland 

/natural burial, the use of ‘direct cremation’ services not necessitating services or ceremony, and the 

imminent implementation of alkaline hydrolysis of bodies. All relating to recent personal research in 

these areas. 
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Session 1, Stream 2 - RETOPEA 
Chair: Stefanie Sinclair 

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 15, 30 August - 13.30-15.00 

RETOPEA: Engaging Young People with Religious Diversity Through Filmmaking: 

Past and Present  
John Wolffe, John Maiden and Stefanie Sinclair  

‘RETOPEA’ (Religious Toleration and Peace) is an international research project (2018-22) funded by 
the European Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (Grant agreement no. 770309). This 
project has developed pedagogic approaches that aim to promote teenagers’ 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. 

Over the past four years, RETOPEA has involved work in schools, museums and youth groups in 8 
countries across Europe with the following  partner institutions: KU Leuven (Belgium), The Open 
University (UK), Helsingin Yliopisto (Finland), the Macedonian Centre for International co-operation 
(North Macedonia), Ss. Cyril and Methodius University in Skopje (North Macedonia), the University 
of Granada (Spain), Leibniz Institut für Europäische Geschichte (Germany), the University of Warsaw 
(Poland), the University of Tartu (Estonia), Le Foyer vzw (Belgium) and the Euro-Arab Management 
School (Spain).  

This panel will offer an overview of the project, present examples of docutubes young people 

produced as part of the project, critically evaluate the docutube method and introduce RETOPEA 

resources, including the RETOPEA ‘Clippings’ and Badged Open Course for teachers and youth 

workers.  

 

Session 1, Stream 3 - Feminism and Gender  
Chair: Theo Wildcroft 

The Hub Theatre [hybrid], 30 August - 13.30-15.00 

Christianity and Feminism in World YWCA Discourse: Perspectives from Accra and 

Johannesburg  
Eleanor Tiplady Higgs [in person] 

Feminist theorists and scholars of gender and religion tend to highlight and emphasise the 

possibilities, as well as the restrictions, offered to women by religious institutions, practices, and 

communities (e.g. Khan 2019; Kwok 2005; Zwissler 2018). This tendency starkly contrasts with public 

imaginaries of religion that tend to assume faith and feminism are mutually exclusive opposites. This 

assumption has emerged since the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) was established in 

1855 as a group for Protestant women. For most of its history the YWCA explicitly disavowed 

feminism but recently, it has adopted a feminist vocabulary. The history of the YWCA movement 

across Africa illustrates the materiality of mutually supportive relationships between women’s 

movements, Christian institutions, missionary projects, and colonisation. Thus, feminists in African 

contexts have found the assumed feminist/religious dichotomy to be reductive and incomplete (e.g. 

Arnfred & Ampofo 2009: 15). With my interlocutors at Ghana YWCA, I examine events at the World 
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YWCA Council in Johannesburg, 2019, during which the YWCA movement’s ‘Christian’ basis and 

identity was questioned and defended. What do ‘feminism’ and ‘Christianity’, and debates about the 

tension between them, mean for African YWCAs in the 2020s, both locally and within the World 

YWCA? 

Troubled Masculinities in British Paganism set against the Feminist Challenge 

During the 1970s-1980s 
Shai Feraro [online] 

This presentation will analyse the ways in which British Wicca's encounters with radical feminist 

theory – as well as with feminist forms of Witchcraft and Goddess Spirituality – during the 1970s-

1980s shaped the changing notions regarding masculinity among male British Wiccans and Wiccan-

derived Pagans, both in terms of their individual roles as Priests within the religions, as well as in 

regard to their visioning of Wicca's male deity – the Horned God. These issues are examined in light 

of the current academic study of masculinity – both in general and in relation to religion and 

spirituality.  

Control and repression in British women’s experiences of Christian purity culture  
Chrissie Thwaites [online] 

In this paper I will introduce my PhD research on purity culture in Britain, and discuss the role of 

control and repression in women’s experiences of purity culture in this context. This paper will be 

based on the initial findings of data collection undertaken for my PhD.  

‘Purity culture’ is a recent Christian movement which centred around encouraging young people to 

be sexually ‘pure’ and abstinent until marriage. It was prominent in US evangelicalism in the 1990s 

and early 2000s, but had an international impact. My research explores this impact in on women in 

Britain. I use mixed-methods, consisting of an online questionnaire and one-to-one-interviews with 

Christian/formerly Christian women in Britain. The survey and interviews have shown that these 

women have been exposed to purity culture, and that control and repression played a significant 

part in these experiences.  

This paper will discuss how control and repression formed a substantial aspect of purity culture in 

Britain. I will focus on four areas: expectations of self-control; control of others; repression; 

responses to purity culture and associated experiences of repression and control. I will close by 

emphasising the need for critical reflection and accountability on purity culture’s impact beyond its 

US roots.   
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Session 2, Stream 1 - Religion and Public Engagement 
Chair: Mel Prideaux  

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 11, 30 August – 15.30-17.00 

Reframing Islam and Science in the British Context: The Emerging Engagement of 

Muslim Religious Leaders with Scientific Discourses  
Saleema Burney 

Co-authors: Dr Saleema Burney (University of Birmingham), Dr Stephen Jones (University of 

Birmingham) and Dr Riyaz Timol (University of Cardiff). 

In the public engagement of science in the West, religious communities and traditions are almost 

entirely absent. When prominent scientists do choose to engage with religion, this often lends 

support to unsubstantiated anti-religion tropes (Emilsen, 2012; Khan, 2014). Based on the findings of 

a new qualitative study of perceptions of Islam and science among British Muslim religious leaders, 

we show that while there are indeed tensions between Islamic belief and mainstream science, the 

relationship is more complex, nuanced and in fact more positive than portrayed. In addition, our 

research highlights the impact of emerging transatlantic networks of learning and authority in Islam 

and science discourses. We argue that much has changed in the Islam and science debate even in 

the last 15 years, when media coverage of Islam and science in Britain had focused upon cases such 

as that of Muslim scientist and scholar Usama Hasan, who received death threats after publicly 

supporting human evolution, and sensationalist reporting of the ‘Muslim creationist’ advocacy of 

cult leader Adnan Oktar. We suggest, instead, that Muslim elite discourses are now shifting in favour 

of informed engagement with sensitive science/religion topics, and religious educational institutions 

are facilitating spaces for the discussion of previously-contentious topics. 

Parallel Engagement: Public and Private Practice in a British Ashram 
Stephen Gregg 

This paper sets out a model of parallel engagement between the monastic members of Skanda Vale, 

their local community, and their pilgrims and devotees.  Situated in Wales, Skanda Vale is a white-

led ‘Hindu’ ashram that serves Gujrati- and Tamil-heritage British visitors.  Operating since 1973, 

scholarship on ‘religion’ at Skanda Vale is minimal – only one chapter and one article. Having 

negotiated the first-ever access for a long-form ethnography, I will reflect upon formal engagement 

with publics – local community liaison, hospice provision and work with charities such as Unicef and 

Save the Children. I will also speak to barriers to engagement – linguistic, ethnic and geographical. 

The paper will focus upon engagement between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, between ‘cloistered’ 

community-members and ‘public’ visitors.  I will argue that there is almost exclusively a parallel 

engagement occurring – two spheres of religious practice, where engagement with darshan (‘seeing 

deity’) lies at the centre of pilgrims’ practice, rendering much of the community’s life and work 

irrelevant to them. I will analyse this in relation to the community members’ engagement with the 

public, arguing that spheres of overlap are often minimal onsite, but negotiated differently off-site. I 

will conclude by reflecting upon issues of authority and agency in the relationships between 

monastics and public visitors. 
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Muslim and Jewish responses to welcoming newcomers in Britain: agents of 

integration or critical advocates?  
Katya Braginskaia 

With growing uncertainties of government responses to the refugee crisis, religious and civil society 

groups have become increasingly active in welcoming and supporting refugees and asylum seekers in 

Britain. Academic studies examined the dynamics of Christian-based social action (Pathak and McGhee 

2015), including Christian participation in ‘settling those seeking sanctuary and unsettling negative 

attitudes’ towards them (Snyder 2011). However, little research has focused on the public role of 

religious minorities in supporting refugees and asylum seekers. Drawing on multicultural concepts of 

recognition and universality (Modood 2019), the paper explores how Muslim and Jewish organisations 

participate in integration practices by extending hospitality to newly arrived ‘others’. It discusses their 

religious and secular motivations in welcoming newcomers into their own communities as well as 

wider civil society and conceptualises them as multicultural ‘agents’ of integration. I will first examine 

Muslim and Jewish initiatives aimed at generating support for refugees from their respective 

communities, including encouraging participation in the UK Community Sponsorship Scheme and 

running drop-in centres for refugees and asylum seekers. I will then focus on how some groups contest 

injustices of hostile environment by engaging in public debates, together with religious and non-

religious actors, to campaign for refugee rights and inclusion. 

 

Session 2, Stream 2 - Scholarly Positioning 
Chair: Suzanne Owen  

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 15, 30 August – 15.30-17.00 

From Ivory Tower to Impact; From World Rejecting to World Adjusting: 

Transformations in engagement patterns by scholars and new religions over the 

past 50 years. 
Eileen Barker  

In the 1960s, sociology students were taught that they had to remain clinically separate from their 

data so that they would not contaminate them. New religious movements (NRMs) tended to be 

closed to curious researchers, making it difficult, if not impossible, for would-be students to gain 

first-hand contact. Gradually, however, scholars studying new religions found ways not only to 

employ more anthropological methods and carry out ethnographic studies, but also to make their 

findings more available to a wider audience. In the meantime, the NRMs, having wanted to distance 

themselves from ‘cults’, started to engage with each other to an increasing extent. This paper with 

illustrate various ways in which such transformations have occurred. 

A Centre for Yoga Studies: philanthropy, community engagement and academia 
Theodora Wildcroft 

Yoga Studies is an emerging field of study, which benefits from an unusually close relationship with 

its communities of practice. Yoga teachers form a large minority if not majority of students in most 

academic Yoga Studies programmes. There is also a modest but growing industry that provides yoga 

practitioners with access to high quality research via independent educational programmes, 

publishing houses, and more. Many Yoga Studies academics work in this field.  Indeed, the 

practitioners of fitness-based modern postural yoga who, as Mikel Burley writes: “give little more 
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than lip service to yoga’s rich ideological background” (Burley 2014: 214) contrast strongly with the 

increasingly common yoga teacher with an MA in Yoga and Meditation Studies. 

In 2018 the SOAS Centre of Yoga Studies was founded, supported by a philanthropic grant, with the 

aim of sharing and promoting excellent research in the field. In 2021, we decided to conduct 

research into our own audience: their demographics, their connection to yoga, and to academia. 

This paper will consider that data as part of a wider meditation on the complex positionality of 

academics engaged in this type of public-facing work, and on the possibilities for fruitful 

conversations between researcher and community. But more than that, public engagement in Yoga 

Studies is shaped by the precariat economics of the yoga teaching industry, and the institutional 

priorities of Higher Education. Despite world-leading research grants, and industry-disrupting alt-ac 

businesses, can academics or practitioners survive the neoliberal exploitation of this ‘niche’ subject 

that fuels an $80 billion industry? 

Going Too Far? Issues in Engaged Research 
George D. Chryssides 

Past generations of scholars of religion advocated detachment and the need to alter one’s subject-

matter as little as possible, but such detachment has become impossible and undesirable. Today’s 

research involves a variety of stakeholders: grant-awarding bodies, publishers, readers, and religious 

communities themselves. Scholars can be asked to join advisory bodies, express support for a 

religious organisation, be offered remuneration from controversial groups, talk to the media, act as 

expert witnesses, and much more. This presentation draws on the author’s past experience of 

researching new religious movements, particularly the Unification Movement, the Church of 

Scientology, and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Although there are seldom easy solutions to dilemmas that 

occur within fieldwork, it remains important to keep within one’s range of expertise, and to ensure 

that relationships with various stakeholders do not impede balanced treatment, and prevent 

opportunities for continued research. 

 

Session 2, Stream 3 - Lived Religion 
Chair: Maria Nita  

The Hub Theatre [all presenters online], 30 August – 15.30-17.00 

Lived Religion in the Pandemic Time: Rethinking Digital Space as Public Sphere 
Hesron H. Sihombing 

The analysis of public space has mainly focused on the physical space and deliberative reasoning. 

Meanwhile, in religious domains, scholarly attentiveness to the public space has marginalized the 

exploration of the digital space as public sphere. The focus of this paper fills up this lacuna by 

examining the digital space as public sphere. The argument is that religious practices in the Covid-19 

quarantine era are engaged through and within the digital media that are accessible to the public; 

rituals that are centered around bodily practices marked by accessibility, visual and audio 

participation. The conception of the public sphere within the digital space as such is shaped not in 

the form of Habermasian deliberative reasoning but of bodily rituals that construct religious 

subjectivity distinct from ones performed at in-person rituals. 

This paper analyzes performativity in the digital public sphere drawing from Meredith B. McGuire’s 

theory of lived religion. The next part examines the formation of religious subjectivity in discussion 
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with Saba Mahmood and Stephen Prothero with reflection on three online religious rituals: the 

National Day of Prayer by Religions for Peace USA, Vesak Day Celebration by The Sangha of 

Sakyamuni Buddha Vihara, Indonesia, and Ngaji (Quran recital) with Ulil Abshar Abdalla. 

Making of Sacred Place: With Reference of Online Hindu Worship 
Deepak Ojha 

Online worship, referred to as performing rituals mediated by the Internet, is a dramatic example of 

how technology intertwined with religious behavior. The huge transformation of rituals via the 

internet gives us a chance to review several of the issues concerning legitimacy, the role of authority, 

and validity of rituals in the digital age. In addition, this paper investigates the way digital technology 

affects both religious authority and religious seeking behavior of Hindus. By investigating several 

case studies this paper covers two very core aspects of Hindu online worship. The first section 

explore the authenticity and legitimacy of online worship which examine the process of making 

cyberspace as sacred space; the second section focus on the possibilities of a virtual environment 

that empowering Hindu community’s members to reform rituals and bypass the traditional system 

of legitimating. The current scholarship recognizes that the traditional way of religious behavior is 

allowed to perform rituals in cyberspace. On the other side, the user-generated approach to religion 

was presented to create a democratic sphere of religious practices. However, the social and cultural 

life of Hindus in terms of hierarchical inequality among them and hegemony of Brahmins over 

religious thought and behaviors invite us to engage with Hinduism in which caste and class relations 

have to be discussed. This paper is an attempt in that sense to look at historical-cultural hegemony 

and argues that Hindus are expanding their notion of purity and pollution and Hierarchical division of 

rituals practice with realization that technology can be used to redesign Hindus religious life to make 

Hinduism global. 

"I work for the betterment of my community, for the betterment of the world": 

Serving humanity in the Bahai faith in Ireland 
Tova Makhani-Belkin 

The Bahá'í faith is one of the world's youngest monotheistic religions. Although it is a new religious 

movement, the Bahá'í faith is diffused with more than 5 million Bahá'ís in the world, most of whom 

are living as minority communities. The Bahai faith calls for its followers to engage in a social world 

change through work in the community. At the same time, however, the religion prohibits them 

from engaging in partisan politics and holding political positions. Therefore, they don't act on the 

policy change level but instead focus on individual differences in one's community. To instigate 

social change, they engage in various community grassroots activities, including activities for 

children and teens, volunteering with refugees, interfaith forums, and community conferences, 

while creating meaningful partnerships.  

The Bahai initiatives are demonstrated through an ongoing ethnography and interviews conducted 

within the Bahai community in the Republic of Ireland.  

The findings demonstrate that because of the prohibition of engaging in partisan politics and due to 

the absence of clergy, members of the Bahai faith focus on individual activities in their community. 

This is their way of bringing about world peace and creating an inclusive society in order to make a 

better world. 
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Session 3, Stream 1 - Politics and Knowledge 
Chair: Aled Thomas 

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 11, 31 August - 09.30-11.00 

Epistemic Capital and Contestations: Presenting a new interdisciplinary research program 
David G. Robertson and Katja Valaskivi 

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, and it is vital that the social 

sciences address the epistemic aspects of this shift. This paper introduces a project which brings 

together an international group of scholars from across the social sciences, humanities and STEM to 

analyse points of epistemic contestation using a model which applies Bourdieu’s field/capital model 

to knowledge claims. Epistemic capital enables us to map how knowledge and power are 

interrelated in contemporary culture and society, and is vital for both decolonisation, and for 

understanding the multiple epistemologies of the so-called “Post-Truth Age”.  

The Religion of British Socialism 
James Crossley 

In influential histories of organised socialism in pre-War Britain, the topic of religion rarely features 

beyond occasional references to the background of Protestant Nonconformity. In one sense, this is 

understandable because the main demands of the most prominent political organisations (e.g., 

Labour Party, British Socialist Party, Communist Party of Great Britain) did not overtly concern issues 

relating to understandings of religion. Based on data collected from a range of socialist newspapers 

from around the late 1910s and early 1920s, it will be shown that there was sustained discussion, 

theorising, and application of ideas about religion among both leading figures and rank-and-file 

supporters. The main recurring themes typically involved historical materialist understandings of 

religion and the state’s accommodation (or not) of religion, as well as some cliches about religion 

still popular today (e.g., the idea of a “purer” form of religion corrupted by later interpreters). After 

highlighting these themes, their relative prominence will be contextualised with particular reference 

to the reception history of Marx and Engels on religion by way of William Morris and the 

popularisation of their ideas in (for instance) novels, pamphlets, lectures, and pageants.  

Religion and the politics of the UK ‘culture wars’  
Stuart McAnulla 

It has become increasingly common to hear polarising tendencies in British politics discussed in terms 

of ‘culture wars’. The clashes of opinion on issues such as identity and place continue to be electorally 

and socially significant. This paper examines two main ways in which religion impacts on such debates. 

First, the way in which religion is invoked within debates both positively (e.g. in defence of a Judeo-

Christian legacy) and negatively (e.g. regarding the ‘new puritanism’ of opponents). Arguments 

concerning ‘free speech’ are often selective in the way in which the rights of religious minorities used 

(or ignored) in the effort to affirm positions. However, within digital spaces there is evidence of some 

erstwhile secularist commentators finding greater value in religion through dialogues sparked by 

cultural clashes. Second, the way in which interpretations of the culture wars (academic and 

otherwise) are increasingly making use of historical comparisons to periods such as the Reformation. 

The paper argues that despite the instrumental ways in which religion is sometimes referenced in such 

arguments, theological issues are featuring within these debates to a greater extent than is generally 

recognised.  
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Session 3, Stream 2 – Public Perception… 

Public perception of an education in religion and worldviews: Insights from 

stakeholders 

Chair: Kathryn Wright 

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 15, 31 August - 09.30-11.00 

This panel will bring together three different pieces of research which have sought to understand 

public perception of an education in religion and worldviews (or ‘religious education’) in English 

schools from different perspectives. The three speakers will present varying, sometimes contrasting 

and contradictory insights from surveys and focus groups undertaken over the last 18 months with a 

range of different stakeholders including parents, teachers, worldview community groups and the 

general public. The speakers will reflect on the process of public engagement research, the different 

aims and questions of their research and key points of difference between their findings. They will 

reflect on potential future research questions arising from their data. Presentations will be kept 

short in order for the speakers to engage in conversation with one another, and participants will be 

invited to join the conversation, posing questions, and sharing their own insights. 

A representative sample? Public perception of religion and worldviews  
Kathryn Wright 

This paper is based on survey results of a representative sample of the UK population commissioned 

by Culham St Gabriel’s Trust and conducted by Savanta Comres in June 2021. The survey aimed to 

establish a baseline regarding the public perception of religious education (RE) in schools, and wider 

views around religion, belief and worldview literacy. The Trust planned to use this baseline to 

measure the impact of interventions and campaigns through its own programmes and grant funded 

projects over the coming years. Previous surveys had suggested that the UK population had negative 

perceptions of the subject (Harvey, 2021), however, these new results indicated that most 

respondents had a positive view of the subject and valued the importance of religious and belief 

literacy in a range of contexts. The key findings will be set out with some personal reflections and 

analysis. Alignment of the results with pupil perspectives will be considered, and finally conclusions 

drawn about potential next steps and use of the findings in programme and policy development. 

Stakeholder Perceptions of an Education in Religion and Worldviews: Strengths, 

Challenges and Potential Ways Forward 
Sarah Harvey 

This paper will discuss the data collected for the project ‘Promoting the Exploration of Religion and 

Worldviews in Schools’. A range of surveys and focus groups held throughout 2021 gathered 

stakeholder perceptions on both the current state of Religious Education and on the Religion and 

Worldviews proposal as suggested in the Commission on RE’s 2018 report, Religion and Worldviews: 

the way forward. Surveys and focus groups with stakeholders including community groups, parents, 

members of SACREs, school leads, academics and policy professionals, explored views on the 

strengths of the approach, its potential challenges and weaknesses, any barriers to implementation, 

and potential ways forward. I will discuss the similarities and differences of stakeholder’s views 

across these themes, drawing out some of the key strengths and potential challenges of the R&W 

approach. Discussion will focus on the three main challenges identified by stakeholders: structural 

issues around existing RE, the public perception of RE as a subject and conceptual issues arising from 
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the potential move to R&W. Finally, I will discuss some of the suggested ways forward which focus 

on greater networking and cooperation between stakeholders.  

Three Models of Research on Schools: Public Engagement from Micro to National 

Level 
Tim Hutchings 

This paper introduces three research projects undertaken between 2021 and 2023: a partnership 

with one SEND (special educational needs and disability) school; a fellowship programme training a 

team of teachers from one school district; and a national survey of teachers’ views, which will launch 

in summer 2022. Each project operates on a different scale, invites a different kind of participation 

from schools, and engages with academic research in a different way. The aim of this paper is to 

briefly outline some of the findings uncovered at each level of research, and to evaluate the merits 

of this multi-layered, collaborative research design.    

 

Session 3, Stream 3 - Public Scholarship  
Chair: Suzanne Newcombe  

The Hub Theatre [Hybrid], 31 August - 09.30-11.00 

Delivering Academic Scholarship on YouTube and TikTok 
Angela Puca [in person] 

The sharing of research outputs on social media platforms, along with the related engagement on 

the part of practitioners, appear to be interesting avenues to investigate the public outreach of 

Religious Studies and its impact on those who belong to the studied groups. 

In 2019, I opened a Youtube channel and, in 2020, a TikTok with the intent of delivering peer-

reviewed academic content on Paganism, witchcraft, esotericism and related currents. After almost 

three years of content creation and having gathered a total of approximately eighty thousand 

followers, I was able to infer interesting conclusions about the feedback loop elapsing between 

scholars and practitioners. 

By analysing the data emerged from almost three years of content delivery, public engagement and 

the responses emerged from the community of practitioners, I will argue that the public outreach of 

Religious Studies is significant in both a direct and an indirect way. Depending on the extent to which 

practitioners are exposed to research findings, the public dissemination of academic scholarship may 

cause a ripple effect that impacts their practices and belief system by aquiring theoretical tools to 

frame their experiences or knowledge to shape their practice. 

Researching Cosplay and the Shifting Role of the Public Academic 
Vivian Asimos [in person] 

Newly embracing the role of an academic outside of traditional university bounds presents the 

researcher with a new position and understanding of the community they are researching. When 

initially doing research with horror storytellers online during my PhD, I found some resistance from 

the community I was doing research with. After leaving traditional university foundations and 

establishing myself as a public academic, the cosplay community – a group of people who enjoy 

dressing up as fictional characters – have revealed to me the reason behind the resistance initially 

found: many negative interactions with some academics have left the community burned and 
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hesitant to embrace new academic figures. Being outside of the academia, but not quite a member 

of the community, I have found a new position in which I am both in and out – academic but 

approachable – for the community as a whole and for individual members. In this paper, I want to 

reflect on these interactions as a way to convey how the position of public academic unveils the 

many positive and negative interactions the public have with academics. 

The Scholar as Government Stooge: Politics, Cohesion, Dialogue, and the Study of 

Religion 
Paul Hedges [online] 

This paper takes both a self-reflective and critical stance on the way that scholarship in the study of 

religion may be of use in promoting governmental agendas in relation to social cohesion and 

interreligious dialogue. It draws from personal experience in as far as the author is based within a 

graduate school that is also a (Singapore) government think-tank, and whose research centre has a 

direct injunction to not just do academic research but also engage in public engagement, and do 

policy-centric research projects. Focusing upon the interest of governments (but also wider societal 

concerns)  with social cohesion and interreligious dialogue, it will draw upon the way that 

international networks and conferences that seek to utilise academic expertise, including in the 

study of religion, have promoted such agendas. Focus will particularly be placed upon KAICIID (the 

King Abdullah International Centre for Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue), the G20 Interfaith 

Forum, and Singapore’s ICCS (International Conference on Cohesive Societies, 2019, 2022). This will 

draw from the author’s own engagement with some of these, but also wider literature and 

experiences. It will argue that a number of agendas seemingly underlay the engagement of 

governments and governmental organisations with interfaith work, which range from social 

cohesion work to presenting a PR front. How, where, and why academics are brought into such 

engagement will also be explored. 
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Session 4, Stream 1 – Education  
Chair: John Maiden 

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 11, 31 August - 11.30-13.00 

Worldview Religious Studies  
Douglas Davies 

Grounded in an approach to the emotional energy that transforms simple ideas into values, and to 

how values that help forge a sense of identity help constitute beliefs, and how some such beliefs 

engender a sense of destiny , this presentation would then present an outline of the typology of 

worldviews recently published in my Worldview Religious Studies (Routledge 2022) and explore 

some of the advantages, constraints, and potential paradox of ‘worldview religious studies’ as a 

concept in the debate over ‘worldview’ or ‘religious studies’ at university and schools. 

‘Bash camps’: an evangelical mission to the public schools; 1927-69  
Joseph Diwakar  

“What motivated him was not snobbery but strategy… the future leadership of church and state was 

to be found there.” 

For forty-two years, Eric ‘Bash’ Nash led summer camps for boys from top public schools. The aim 

was to save them from the dry, notional ‘religion’ of the post-Edwardian establishment and convert 

them to a lively evangelical - some would say fundamentalist – ‘relationship’ with God.  In turn the 

boys would grow to lead the re-evangelisation of the nation. Evangelical Christianity was held in 

suspicion by the upper-class families for which Bash aimed. He had thus to guarantee boys a good 

time, “in an atmosphere in which they could feel at ease with people they understood,” while taking 

pains not to alienate parents. He set strict rules on everything from dress, styles of address, 

conventions by which a leader might write to a teenage boy, to even on what side officers may part 

their hair. He had some success – the Archbishop of Canterbury is among the camps’ alumni. I will 

explore Bash’s approach to reaching his ‘public’ – the schools – and his idea that, through the class 

system, his boys were key to reaching the wider public too. 

The Contemplative Value of Religious Studies in Schools  
Elizabeth Munro 

Awareness of the benefits of contemplative pedagogy is gaining traction in Higher Education 

Institutes, but there is little knowledge, discussion, or application of contemplative pedagogy within 

school settings. The detrimental consequences of the pandemic for schools have been widely 

documented; the attainment of all pupils has been negatively impacted, the attainment gap 

between disadvantaged pupils and their peers has increased, and teachers have reported growing 

concerns about pupils’ wellbeing and mental health. This paper considers the contemplative value 

that Religious Studies can bring to school communities, particularly as they seek to recover in the 

post-pandemic educational landscape. Too often, Religious Studies is treated as a Cinderella-subject, 

with little recognition given to the wealth of academic and pastoral value the subject brings. 

Through a critical discussion of contemplative pedagogy, this paper argues that Religious Studies 

should be at the front and centre of post-pandemic curriculum reform. Religious Studies occupies a 

unique and healing space within the curriculum, enabling pupils to transform the way they think 

about the world and their place within it, and make meaningful and lasting connections to learning. 
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Session 4, Stream 2 - New Frontiers in the Study of Religion 
Chair: Suzanne Newcombe 

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 15, 31 August - 11.30-13.00 

Coping with Challenging Life Events: A Qualitative Research Synthesis Exploring 

Religious and Spiritual Coping 
James Murphy and Nicole Holt 

Many people say their religion and spirituality helps them cope with challenging life events. Spiritual 

tools are also increasingly marketed to improve people’s wellbeing outside of traditional religious 

systems. Understanding the effectiveness of these tools is therefore important in an increasingly 

uncertain world where individuals are regularly confronted with existential threats. This study 

investigated how people use abroad range of religious and spiritual resources to help them cope 

with challenging life events. A qualitative research synthesis was conducted using IPA studies 

involving participants from a diverse range of cultural backgrounds and religious traditions. This 

found the participants’ religiosity and spirituality offered them a sense of meaning and encouraged 

more positive reappraisals of challenging life events. Religious and spiritual practices also helped the 

participants regulate their thoughts and emotions, with spiritual experiences often providing them 

with comfort and support. The participants’ religiosity and spirituality also encouraged beneficial 

social connections with others, which could help them cope with the challenges they were 

experiencing. These findings have numerous implications for supporting individuals trying to cope 

with challenging life events. The paper will conclude by discussing how engagement between 

religious entities and the public can both support and harm individuals’ wellbeing. 

Why So Serious?: Making a Case for (the Study of) Humour and Religion 
Nicole Graham  

This paper briefly traces the evolution of the sub-discipline of humor and religion, from its 

emergence in the 1960s, its revival in the 1990s, and its latest resurgence in recent years. In spite of 

dismissals of its legitimacy and its notable absence within both Religious Studies and Humor Studies, 

I contest that humor and religion is a relevant area of study. It provides an opportunity to explore 

the explicit and implicit presence of the comic, humor and laughter in religious myths, rituals and 

sacred spaces; as well as recognising the uses of humour as a means of entertainment, as a (verbal) 

weapon, a mode of religious experience, and a pedagogical tool to gain spiritual wisdom. To 

overlook the presence of the comic, humor and laughter in religious traditions is, I argue, to overlook 

something significant. I hope to establish and demonstrate the importance of this emerging subfield 

and the benefits it can offer to the broader disciplines of both Religious Studies and Humor Studies. 

As such, this paper offers a rejection of the existing privilege that is granted to ‘serious’ matters and 

argues for the inclusion of the non-serious, with a particular emphasis on humor, within (the study 

of) religion.  

Theorizing Religion and Nationalism: The Need for Critical Reflexivity in the 

Analysis of Overlapping Areas of Research  
Liam Sutherland 

This paper will urge scholars of religion to apply a consistent level of reflection on emic/etic 

categories and contextual awareness to ‘nationalism’ as they do to ‘religion’, because these areas of 

study overlap considerably. As ‘nations’ and ‘nationalism’ frequently form an unavoidable part of 

our studies of ‘religion’, unreflective and essentialist approaches to other categories will have a 
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detrimental impact on our analysis of our primary subject. This is particularly important because of 

the rise of ‘religious nationalisms’ across the world of an often exclusionary, reactionary and 

sometimes violent form. ‘Religion’ and ‘nationalism’ are associated with conflict in the popular 

imagination, conflict and subject to similar assumptions regarding their role in these events. While 

rising exclusionary religious nationalism is understandably alarming, it should not encourage us to 

abandon theoretical or empirical rigour. It should not distract from the attention from the 

continuous, multiple, institutional, banal and naturalised relationships between religion(s) and 

nationalisms which define most nation-states or sub-state nations, even the most ‘secular’ ones. In 

this endeavour more interdisciplinary work with scholarship on nationalism is certainly important 

but to a large extent it simply involves applying the same critical tools and observations we have to 

hand.  
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Session 4, Stream 3 – The Dawn of Everything… 
Chair: Paul-François Tremlett 

The Hub Theatre, 31 August - 11.30-13.00 

Roundtable: The dawn of everything or the return of universal history? 
Carole Cusack, Graham Harvey, David Robertson and Paul-François Tremlett 

Carole Cusack, Graham Harvey, David Robertson and Paul-François Tremlett discuss David Graeber 

and David Wengrow’s The Dawn of Everything (2021). The book has already been extensively 

reviewed in academic and popular journals, but there has been little discussion of it in the field of 

religions. The roundtable will critically examine Graeber and Wengrow’s trans-disciplinary 

engagements with ritual, play, the sacred, place-making and politics, and consider whether there 

should be an anarchist religious studies.  

 

Session 5, Stream 1 - ‘Cult’ Rhetoric in the 21st Century 
Chairs: Aled Thomas & Edward Graham-Hyde  

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 11, 31 August - 14.00-15.30 

Roundtable: ‘Cult’ Rhetoric in the 21st Century 
Aled Thomas, Edward Graham-Hyde, Suzanne Newcombe, Sarah Harvey, George D. Chryssides and 

Donald Westbrook 

This roundtable brings together contributors to the ‘Cult’ Rhetoric in the 21st Century volume, soon 

to be published as part of a new INFORM series with Bloomsbury, to discuss the resurgence of 

normative cultic language (or ‘cult rhetoric’) in public discourse. On the one hand, this resurgence is 

tied to the evolution of media consumption, popular understandings of ‘groupthink’, and the ever-

increasing digital exposure of New Religious Movements (NRMs). On the other, casual and strategic 

use of the term ‘cult’ are drawing from social and economic issues to shape political narratives 

(particularly relating to the pandemic, vaccines, and divisions between Left/Right political 

movements). These developments mark a significant shift in conversations surrounding ‘cults’ from 

early studies of NRMs, presenting a new series of questions concerning the role religion plays in the 

contemporary cult debate, public understandings of new and minority religions, and the future of 

the discipline of ‘NRM Studies’. 

To address these questions, this roundtable will explore ‘cult rhetoric’ and the intersections of 

new/minority religions, politics, and public life. Panellists will draw from their research to explore 

the renewed interest in the cult debate, reflect on theoretical and methodological challenges 

presented by these emerging discourses, and potential directions for the study of new/minority 

religions in the changing public landscape. 
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Session 5, Stream 2 - Ecology 
Chair: Marion Bowman 

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 15, 31 August - 14.00-15.30 

Ritual as public engagement: public outreach in the climate movement 
Maria Nita 

Climate activists engage the public with the climate crisis through ritual. Die-ins, ‘drowning in oil’ 

performances and funerary processions have become common sights on the British Highstreet with 

the re-invention of the climate movement as the Extinction Rebellion movement or XR in 2018. My 

paper draws on my own ethnographic research with climate activists to examine the role of ritual in 

public engagement activities, in the context of the climate crisis.  

This consideration of ritual as public engagement will do two things. First, it will enable us to reframe 

ritual from the perspective of the celebrant and the public. Classic ritual theory maintains that ritual 

is different from performance, precisely though a deeper engagement. Paying attention to how this 

deeper engagement is realised will shed light on a neglected aspect of ritual conduct. Second, by 

looking at ‘extinction rituals’ in XR, I will assess a widespread ritual theorists’ claim that ritual is ‘not 

only a conservator of evolutionary and cultural behaviour, but [also] a generator’, a tightrope 

between tradition and innovation, and our best hope to avoid self-extinction (Schechner, 1993: 255, 

263). This discussion will enable me to evaluate the role of public ritual in responding to the climate 

crisis. 

Quaker responses to the Climate Crisis  
Claire Wanless 

Based on my current ethnographic research, this paper gives a preliminary overview of the various 

ways in which Quakers (members and attenders of The Religious Society of Friends) in the UK are 

responding to the climate crisis. Many Quakers see addressing the crisis as especially relevant to 

their professed mission of Peace and Social Witness, and in 2021 the national gathering of Quakers, 

Britain Yearly Meeting, reaffirmed and emphasised the need for urgent action as “a gentle, angry 

people who dare to live in truth and justice in such a time of crisis”. Action of various kinds is being 

undertaken at both grassroots and organisational levels, both among Quakers and as part of the 

wider religious and social response to the crisis. Together these can be seen as a shared endeavour 

of purposeful and enquiring activity. This paper provides an initial critical exploration of these 

activities, the terms and boundaries of engagement, how they enable individuals to act as part of an 

intentional community, how they engage wider publics, and how they provide an interface between 

social action and knowledge production. 

Seeds, Forests and Family: Vandana Shiva’s Gandhian Ecofeminism 
Stephen Jacobs 

The Indian ecofeminist Vandana Shiva tends to express her environmental concerns in socio-

economic and political terms. However, in this paper I will explore how Shiva draws on her Hindu 

heritage to critique global capitalism and demand environmental justice. Shiva’s call for a more 

sustainable and just society is informed by her interpretation of the feminine principle of Prakriti and 

the Vedic idea of ‘A One Earth Family’ (Vasudhaiva Kutumbukam).  

Shiva is particularly concerned with preserving indigenous seeds and the forest. Shiva utilises 

Gandhian ideas, particularly satyagraha (non-violent resistance) in her socio-political activism. This 
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paper will explore how religious ideas can be utilised as a strategy to mobilise engagement with 

environmental crises. However, religious ideas have to be reframed, in what I call an eco-

hermeneutic, to be applicable to environmental activism.  

Session 5, Stream 3 - Nation 
Chair: John Maiden  

The Hub Theatre [all presenters online], 31 August - 14.00-15.30 

A Janus-Faced Jatha: 3HO’s Engagement with Punjabi Sikh and General American 

Audiences 
Philip Deslippe and Stacie Stukin 

In the early-1970s, significant numbers of American Hippies began to convert to Sikhi, something 

unprecedented within the Sikh tradition. These converts were also devoted followers of a former 

customs inspector from Delhi turned yoga teacher named Yogi Bhajan (1929-2004) who had come to 

the United States a few years earlier and created the Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization or 3HO.This 

paper will discuss the different ways that these Sikh converts were presented to the American 

media, Sikh religious authorities in India, and to themselves by their leader. It argues that traditional 

American values of 3HO Sikhs such as industry, family, and sobriety were highlighted to an American 

public ignorant of Sikhi, while the orthopraxy of their uncut hair, rising early in the morning, and 

traditional dress were highlighted to a Punjabi Sikh audience largely unaware of theunusual New Age 

beliefs, yogic practices, and autocratic structure of 3HO. Ultimately, the ways that3HO Sikhs engaged 

with different publics are not only a crucial element of the group’s history, but they are also a lens 

through which to view the categorization and self-representation of minority religious groups, and 

the roles of public education and religious bureaucracy in that process of representation. 

Latvian Old Believer religious holidays during the Soviet period: public propaganda 

vs personal practice 
Maija Grizane 

Soviet secularisation predetermined a number of challenges for religious groups on the post-Soviet 

territories. Arrests, deportations, prohibitions on religious activities and closing of churches hindered 

the preservation and development of the religious worldview. The Old Believers’ community of 

Latvia, having a long history of development and adaptation to various political and cultural 

conditions, managed preservation of their religious and ethnic identity. The calendar of religious 

holidays contributed to maintaining a special rhythm of religious events both within the community 

and among members of an individual family. Holidays can be divided into two groups: 1) 

private/family (baptism, wedding, funeral); 2) public/Church (Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, Parents’ 

Week etc.) Basing on the analysis of newspaper articles and oral history sources, the paper observes 

Old Believer community members’ religious holidays and their celebration traditions within the 

Soviet period of Latvian history. Despite the prohibitions, Old Believers continued to celebrate 

religious holidays, but some of them had to do it secretly, some had to abandon religious life 

completely. The analysis and comparison of the two types of sources – periodicals and memories – 

allows to explore the issues on religious fests during the Soviet period from public/Church and 

private/family prospective.  
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The Orthodox and Catholic Churches in the face of the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
Anna M. Solarz and Iuliia Korniichuk 

Russia's invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 is not only the result of President Putin’s imperialist 

policy, but also stems from ideology, an important component of which is the relationship between 

religion and politics in the Russian context and history. This ideology based on religion is expressed 

not only in rhetoric, but is also deeply embedded in the consciousness of many Russians who 

consider the West to be based on anti-values. The Christian world, and especially the other 

Orthodox Churches and the Catholic Church, are therefore facing an enormous challenge to respond 

to this event and the ideology behind it, not only on political but also theological grounds. In the 

paper, we will consider whether various reactions to this event, often within one religious 

community, testify to a deeper reevaluation within these communities and what consequences this 

may have on the future for these Churches and theirs public engagement. 
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Session 6, Stream 1 – Unlearning… 

Unlearning: Education and the public understanding of Buddhism  

Chairs: Elizabeth Harris & Nick Swann  

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 11, 1 September - 09.30-11.00 

Those of us who study religions often encounter misunderstandings, half-truths, and outright errors 

in the public understanding of our specialist areas. In the case of Buddhism, these can be relatively 

benign and inconsequential – ‘The Buddha was a Prince’, ‘The Buddha was fat and jolly’ – but 

sometimes they are more significant and can hinder the understanding of world events – ‘Buddhism 

is always peaceful.’ In the UK, some of these misunderstandings have their roots in colonial 

encounters, when exoticised images found their way into print and other media, and thereby into 

the public consciousness. They continue to have considerable traction and have created a sense of 

professional responsibility among some Buddhist Studies scholars to present Buddhism to the public 

in the most accurate light that current understanding has to offer. This in-person panel, therefore, 

responds to the theme of the conference through papers that concern the interface between the 

academic and the public understanding of Buddhism, including: Buddhism in the school curriculum 

(Romana Meereis); decolonising museum displays (Nick Swann); communicating Buddhism through 

broadcast media (Vishvapani Blomfield); and Buddhist writing and editing for a non-specialist 

readership (Elizabeth Harris). The panel proposal is submitted by the UK Association for Buddhist 

Studies (UKABS). 

Each of the four panel participants will speak for 15 minutes in two blocks. Nick Swann and Romana 

Meereis will speak first, followed by 15 minutes of general discussion. Elizabeth Harris will chair this 

part of the panel. Vishvapani Blomfield and Elizabeth Harris will then speak, followed by a further 15 

minutes of general discussion. Nick Swann will chair this part of the panel. 

Decolonising The Buddhist Displays at Chiddingstone Castle, Kent  
Nick Swann  

In 1955 art dealer Denys Eyre Bower (1905-1977) bought Chiddingstone Castle, Kent, to house his 

collection of art and artefacts and make it accessible to the public. This collection was organised 

around four themes, one of which was Buddhism. Eyre Bower described himself as a Buddhist and 

counted Christmas Humphreys among his friends. His collection was very much a labour of love and 

when he died a trust was set up to care for the Castle and collection and keep both open to the 

public.   

However, the way the Buddhist artefacts were displayed understandably reflected certain mid-

20th century ideas about Buddhism. It tended to conflate disparate traditions, exoticise items, or 

display items in less than appropriate settings or in a ‘cabinet of curiosities’ manner. By osmosis, 

misleading ideas about Buddhist thought, practice and cultures would easily diffuse into the public 

understanding of Buddhism.  

In line with best practice in museology, the curator set about to address this issue through a 

combination of focus groups with Buddhists and drawing on academic expertise, a process which I 

assisted with. In my paper I reflect on this process, and the line negotiated between presenting 

exhibits accurately, sensitively and engagingly to the public while acknowledging the character of 

Denys Eyre Bower and the place of him and those like him in the story of Buddhism and Britain.  
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Buddhist Studies Curricula in UK Secondary Education 
Romana Meereis 

This paper will explore Buddhist Studies within GCSE and A-Level curricula. The Buddhism syllabuses 

from the Religious Studies courses of four main English exam boards (AQA, Edexcel, Eduqas, OCR), 

the Welsh Joint Education Committee (WJEC) and the Scottish Qualification Agency (SQA) will be 

collated and compared to allow for an exploration into what is deemed by exam boards to be most 

pertinent for young people to learn about Buddhism. The prominent themes found in current 

syllabuses will be compared with current Buddhist scholarship to discern the extent to which 

Buddhist Studies has informed the curricula being taught and exploring the effect, if any, that British 

Buddhist scholarship has had on the current curricula. 

Communicating Buddhism to Radio 4 listeners 
Vishvapani Blomfield 

I’ve been the Buddhist contributor to Thought for the Day since 2006. TFTD is a comment on the 

news from a faith perspective that can’t be politically partisan or critical of other faiths, and it needs 

to contain a clear idea that people can grasp and reflect on. As the only Buddhist, I also feel a 

responsibility to represent Buddhism as a whole and I usually do this focusing on the Buddha and 

basic Buddhist teachings while referencing other aspects of the tradition.  

The risk in passing from a specific news story to a timeless teaching is that the comment is 

platitudinous – a common charge against the TFTD slot. The benefit is that I have to go back to first 

principles and consider what Buddhism truly has to offer modern society in its own terms. This has 

affected my understanding not just of how to communicate Buddhist teachings, but how Buddhism 

is relevant to modern society. My paper will reflect on this experience in the light of the theme of 

the panel.  

The print medium and the public understanding of Buddhism. 
Elizabeth Harris 

In 2019, I was asked by the UK Association for Buddhist Studies (UKABS) to edit a volume entitled 

Buddhism in 5 Minutes for a series published by Equinox. The series aimed to communicate to non-

specialists accurate, accessible information about different religions and/or academic disciplines. 

Each book was to achieve this through answering a series of questions the non-specialist might ask 

of the specialist, each of which might be read in about five minutes. The book was published at the 

end of 2021. Over twenty years before this, I wrote a book for the general reader that drew on the 

interviews I conducted for a series of radio programmes I was asked to write and present for the BBC 

World Service, entitled ‘The Way of the Buddha’.  

In my contribution to the panel, I reflect on the potential of projects of this kind, which seek to 

harness the knowledge of academic specialists within religious studies to communicate, through 

print, nuanced and accurate information about religious traditions to the general public. I focus 

particularly on whether it is possible to communicate diversity and complexity within Buddhist 

traditions, in contexts within which orientalist stereotypes and popular appropriations of Buddhist 

ideas abound. 
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Session 6, Stream 2 - Nationalism 
Chair: David Robertson 

Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR) 15, 1 September - 09.30-11.00 

Crisis as Opportunity: The politics of 'Seva' and Hindu nationalist response to 

Covid-19 pandemic in Kerala, South India  
Dayal Paleri 

The paper will examine how Hindu nationalist social service organizations, specifically the Deseeya 

Sevabharathi (DSB), reconfigure the religious conception of 'Seva' to advance the project of 

constructing a Hindu social identity during the covid pandemic in the state of Kerala. The south 

Indian state of Kerala has been anomalous in the story of the rise of the Hindu nationalist movement 

in contemporary India as the movement has continuously failed to make any considerable political 

inroads in the state. However, the disastrous economic and livelihood consequences of the Covid-19 

pandemic in the state, which was heavily dependent on foreign remittance and service industries- 

have opened up new spaces of engagement for the Hindu nationalists. Drawing on the fieldwork 

conducted in central Kerala during the pandemic, this paper will elaborate on how the DSB used the 

crisis moment of the pandemic to reach out to economically and socially backward communities 

using a language of 'Seva' to build a Hindu social identity, susceptible to build a majoritarian Hindu 

nationalist politics. The paper argues that, though the members of DSB posit their service activities 

as a continuity of the medieval religious idea of ritual service to temple deities, their idea of 'Seva' is 

directly influenced by the postcolonial state's welfare measures and early missionary movement. 

However, the reconfiguration of 'Seva' as a continuous religious concept enables the Hindu 

nationalist to attain greater acceptance and legitimacy in spheres that secular state welfare could 

not reach, thereby accelerating the construction of Hindu social identity in the region. 

How Colonialism shaped modern Sikh identity 
Vishal Sangu 

This paper traces how Colonialism shaped modern Sikh identity. ultimately to the detriment of Sikh 

identity. The paper will look precisely at terminology of "Sikhism" rather than the historically 

accurate term of 'Sikhi'. 

Firstly, exploring the debates of Sikh identity and the issues of the term “Sikhism”. Secondly, 

exploring where the term religion comes from and the impositions this carries on to a Sikh identity. 

Thirdly, exploring specific debates about the problems of English translations, not only by 

orientalists, but by Sikhs as well. 

Roman Catholicism, Christendom, History: The Conception of John Hume’s Formula 

for Irish Unity 
Thomas Dolan 

The conception of John Hume’s distinctive formula for Irish unity – his rather utopian vision of a 

harmonious ‘unity in diversity’ upon the island – is considered. The ideological rudiments of this 

formula are outlined. Hitherto neglected, unpublished manuscript materials are shown to support 

the contention that the key ideological components of this formula can be traced back to Hume’s 

education at St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth, the National Roman Catholic Seminary of Ireland, 

during the mid-1950s; particularly to the version of European history to which he was introduced by 

his lecturer in the subject: Revd Tómas Ó Fiaich. This essentially tracked the morphology of what Ó 
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Fiaich termed ‘universal community’ in Western thought. New light is thus shed upon the roots of 

the historical and European dimensions of Hume’s influential political philosophy; so too upon the 

gestation of his much-admired, post-national ethos. Insights into the lesser-studied historical 

imagination exhibited by Ó Fiaich – who himself developed into a prominent public figure in Ireland 

– are likewise generated. It is suggested (at times implicitly) that existing scholarship has severed 

Hume’s political thought from its Roman Catholic provenance, thereby improperly isolating his 

thinking from a very old and sacred Catholic ideal: unity. The penultimate section of the paper goes 

so far as to advance the novel thesis that Hume’s seminary schooling in the evolution of liberal 

Catholicism nourished his formula for Irish unity. The conclusion gestures towards wider and 

possibly more refractory intellectual seams opened by digging down into the wellhead of Hume’s 

thinking about unity. 

 

Session 6, Stream 3 - Teaching and Learning… 

Teaching and Learning Religious Studies in Higher Education 

Chairs: Joseph Webster & Stefanie Sinclair 

The Hub Theatre [hybrid, all presenters bar Hugh Beattie in person], 1 September - 09.30-11.00 

In the context of new academic developments within critical theory and its uptake within wider social 
and political debate, what does it now mean to ‘critically’ engage in teaching and learning in Religious 
Studies Higher Education? What voice should be given to relevant forms of ‘local knowledge’, and how 
might these emic perspectives enter into a mutually transformative dialogue with etic pedagogical 
theory? How do these concepts of ‘relevance’ and ‘transformation’ remain contested – and even a 
source of conflict – within RS teaching and learning environments? This panel includes papers that  
critically reflect on how knowledge production takes place within Religious Studies Higher Education, 
and with what effects, touching on themes such as: attempts to decolonize the curriculum; processes 
of promoting equality, diversity, and inclusion; experience-based reflections on innovative teaching 
methods; the pedagogical implications of a shift from teaching ‘world religions’ to teaching 
‘worldviews’; the relationship between knowledge as everyday practice and knowledge as analytical 
production and; efforts to problematize the emic/etic divide within and beyond RS learning 
environments. 
 

Decolonising Religious Studies and Promoting Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
Suzanne Newcombe, Paul-Francois Tremlett, Maria Nita and Hugh Beattie 
 
Religious Studies as a discipline has long recognised that its chosen area of study is based on the 

legacies of a colonial worldview, i.e., that religious beliefs and practices could be understood and 

categorised using criteria drawn from white Anglo-European Protestantism. In response the RS 

Department at the OU adopted a pedagogical emphasis known as the 'lived religion' model for its 

second-year module A227: Exploring Religions (first presentation in 2017) in opposition to the more 

familiar 'World Religion' paradigm. Our scholarship project has sought to address two key questions:  

(1) What challenges to students and staff may have been created in attempting to create a paradigm 

shift in understandings of ‘religion’ as a concept (in moving away from ‘World Religions’ towards 

‘lived religion’)?  How can these challenges be better addressed?  

 (2) How can equality, diversity and inclusion be more effectively promoted in the curriculum? What 

challenges does doing this potentially pose to staff and students? How can these challenges be 

better addressed? 



 

38 
 

This presentation will focus on analysis the results of our interviews with nine academic colleagues 

in other Religious Studies departments and their views on the state of the subject and best 

pedagogical practice. It will also present the results of a student survey of all A227 students and 

ongoing analytics which raises other, interconnected issues relevant to equality, diversity and 

inclusion. 

Toward Decolonising the Teaching of Indigenous Religions 
Suzanne Owen 

I aim to demonstrate why it is important to teach indigenous religions and efforts I’ve made toward 

decolonising my own module. To do this, I’ve foregrounded indigenous perspectives, found not only 

in scholarship but in blogs, reviews, opinion pieces and creative expressions, particularly for current 

debates about cultural appropriation and other critical issues. An adjunct to employing decolonising 

methods is to de-centre the learning by including student-led research on topics of their choice. Each 

student also devises a classroom activity or discussion. This module follows the pedagogical 

paradigm of “relationality”, which Australian indigenous scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson defines as 

taking into account culture-specific contexts “grounded in a holistic conception of the inter-

connectedness and inter-substantiation between and among all living beings and the earth” 

(Moreton-Robinson 2017). I also include contextualised experiential activities to “bring home” the 

topics, making them relevant to students’ lives, which have also helped to foster “critical empathy” 

with indigenous peoples. 

Use of personal experience in teaching about the climate crisis 
Claire Wanless 

Based on my experiences in developing and delivering a UG/PG module on Religion and the Climate 

Crisis, this essay reflects on three pedagogical methods aimed at utilising student's own personal 

responses to nature and the climate crisis to help them develop a critical understanding of the 

various religious and spiritual approaches to the crisis. Specifically, this paper introduces and reflects 

on three activities: the "Deep Time Walk", the "Sitting Spot exercise", and engagements around 

climate anxiety. In different ways each of these are intended to tap into students' personal, 

embodied and spiritual responses to nature and so provide an opportunity for individual and group 

critical reflection on topics such as ecospirituality, ontologies of nature, and the decolonization of 

religious environmentalism. 
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Prideaux Melanie University of Leeds 

Puca Angela Leeds Trinity University 

Robertson David The Open University 

Sangu Vishal Independent Scholar 

Saville-Smith Richard  Independent Scholar  

Sihombing Hesron University of Denver / Iliff School of Theology 

Sinclair Stefanie The Open University 

Singh Jasjit University of Leeds 

Stukin Stacie Independent Journalist 

Sutherland Liam University of Edinburgh 

Swann Nick University of South Wales 

Talensby MT University of Leeds 

Thomas Aled University of Leeds 

Thwaites Chrissie University of Leeds 

Tremlett Paul-Francois  The Open University 

Vernon Yorke Suzanne Coventry University 

Waldock Krysia University of Kent 

Wanless Claire University of Edinburgh 

Webster Joseph University of Cambridge 

Westbrook Donald San Jose State University 

Westbrook Noah Independent Scholar 

Wildcroft Theodora The Open University / SOAS 

Wolffe John The Open University 

Wright Kathryn Culham St Gabriel's Trust 

 

Publishers  
We are delighted that Val Hall of Equinox Publishing Ltd will be present throughout the conference, 

with a stall in the Hub Theatre featuring books from many BASR members, and some good deals to 

be had. Please feel free to chat to Val at any point throughout the conference if you have any ideas 

for future publishing projects. 

Bloomsbury Religious Studies were unable to attend in person but have prepared a flyer and 

discount code for conference delegates, which follows below.  
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