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editorial

I don't remember ever being so aware of
the passage of time. I feel both harried
and rather aimless at the same time. You
know the quote, "the days are long but
the years are short"? Well , that's now.

I t has been seven years and fourteen is-
sues since I became co-editor of the
BASR Bul letin. I was stil l a PhD student
then. I n that time, I 've been able to rein-
vigorate it into a publ ication befitting one
of the oldest societies for the academic
study of rel igion in the world. As wel l as
overhaul ing the design, I introduced some
new features series - ReThinking, From
Our Corresponant and a regular Teaching
and Learning feature from the annual Fel-
low. The contributions from our confer-
ence Bursary awardees too have grown
to include photography, artwork and art-
icles. On an infrasructural level , moving to

a ful ly electronic publ ication has made
production smoother and faster, saved
the BASR around a thousand pounds a
year and lowered our carbon footprint.

But I think I have reached the l imits of
what I am able to do with it. So the time
has come to pass it to someone who can
bring new energy and new eyes. Theo
Wildcroft joins me in this issue, and I am
showing her the ropes, as David Wilson
did for me. She wil l be taking the lead with
the next issue, and after that, I wil l bow
out.

Thank you. I t's been a privi ledge, for sev-
en short years.

David G. Robertson
12/11/2020

www.facebook.com/groups/490163257661189/

twitter.com/TheBASR
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Correspondence | Worldviews & Religious Studies

Fol lowing the BASR Conference’s panel on the
Worldviews approach to the study of rel igion,
and the related Reports of Commission on Rel i-
gious Education 2018, and the Theos World-
views in Rel igious Education 2020, I thought it
might interest col leagues to know something of
the ‘worldviews’ trajectory within the syl labus of
Durham University’s Department of Theology
and Rel igion, especial ly its compulsory and large
first-year module on ‘Rel igion’. This note is, also I
suppose, something of a personal intel lectual
trajectory. Having known Andre Droogers a l ittle
over many years I was del ighted to hear of his
joint edited col lection with Anton van Harskamp
—Methods for the Study of Religious Change:
From Religious Studies to Worldview Studies
publ ished in 2014. A hot-l ine contact with the
publ ishers ensured that it was available, and it
immediately went on the 2015-2016 reading l ist
for the then named ‘I ntroduction to the Study of
Rel igion’. By the fol lowing year, 2016-17 the
‘worldviews’ concept was pinpointed in the
opening lecture as the overarching concept for
the module, the same happened in 2017-2018,
and 2018-2019. However my thinking was rap-
idly evolving and plans were submitted for chan-
ging the name and syl labus content of that
module: that was agreed, and the 2019-2020
Level 1 module appeared as Worldview, Faith,
and I dentity. I ntrinsic to it was both a cluster of
theoretical ideas concerning meaning-making,
emotions, and identity theory, and—most signi-
ficantly—a Worldviews Typology. This Typology
was ful ly explained to the undergraduates as an
experimental scheme, inviting them to analyse
and question it as a way of studying ‘rel igion’ as
wel l as secular, ‘spiritual but not rel igious’ and
‘non-rel igion’ and so on. The Droogers-Harskamp

book was, sti l l , much highl ighted with some
chapters set as seminar reading. Feedback from
students indicated that this approach helped
them gain a perspective on the great diversity of
materials inevitably involved in such an intro-
ductory module. The current 2020-2021 module
Worldview-Faith-I dentity is, largely, keeping to
the theoretical and typological format of 2019-
2020 even though my own thinking is, just now,
developing it further. The students have, in ef-
fect, been provided with a kind of unpubl ished
textbook on this module of some 55.000 words,
with chapters directly l inked to each lecture.
They are encouraged to read only one chapter a
week, so as not to overload themselves in this
Covid19 year. I am, at the time of writing (Octo-
ber 14th) giving the lectures face to face under
Durham University’s rules of engagement, but al l
seminars are onl ine with our Teaching Assist-
ants.

Although it may be a sl ight hostage to fortune I
thought it might be of interest to give the
briefest of sketches of but one of the key theor-
etical drivers behind this meaning-making and
emotions-grounded approach (others include
ritual symbol ism, mood and tonal ity, identity
theory). The root ‘formula’ for the module starts
with an approach I have already developed else-
where, focussing on how, amidst the multitude
of ‘ideas’ (doctrines, ideologies etc.) in the
world, it sometimes happens that if and when an
‘idea’ is pervaded by an ‘emotion’ it becomes a
‘value’; that if such a value helps constitute a
person or group’s sense of identity it becomes a
‘bel ief’, and if such a bel ief provides a frame of
destiny it becomes a rel igious bel ief or a des-
tiny-factor. This scheme al lows for ordinary
levels of ‘values‘, and for the ‘spiritual but not re-
l igious’ (identity but not destiny l inked), for sec-
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ularization (where destiny factor is depleted),
and for conservative and fundamental ism turns
(where destiny factor is intensified). I t also
brings the notion of destiny into play, something
often absent in rel igious studies grammar of dis-
course now that ‘salvation’ is also less frequent
in use,

As for the typology, it currently consist in this
sevenfold form; each a ‘worldview’. 1 - Natural
(including environmental ism, old and new anim-
ism, Shinto and others). 2 - Ancestral . 3 - Karmic.
4 - Prophetic-sectarian. 5 – Mystical . 6 – I deolo-
gical (I ncluding Marxism, Sex-Gender, and oth-
ers). 7 – Ludic (including Sport, Theatre, Gaming.
Other issues include, for example, conspiracy
theories.

One final point concerns provenance and distri-
bution of this perspective, at least from my per-
sonal intel lectual outlook. Provenance-wise it
goes back to my Meaning and Salvation in Reli-
gious Studies (1984), and ‘spread’ includes the
worldview direction cited as underlying my Mors
Britannica: Lifestyle and Death-style in Britain
Today (2015), where the ‘style’ approach echoes
a worldview perspective. I mention this since
some rel igious studies scholars may not, per-
haps, venture too far into ‘death’ issues! But, the
‘death factor’ is also of the essence as far as a
typology of worldviews is concerned. Let me
leave you with these pinpointed issues as our
general discussions on worldview-rel igious stud-
ies continues to develop. I ’d be del ighted to get
any feedback on these thoughts.

Douglas Davies

UPDATE ON INFORM

The next I nform Onl ine Seminar wil l take place on
Thursday 14th January 2021, 17.30-19.30 GMT. The
theme is "Becoming rel igious: How and why bel iefs
and practices are transmitted".

This seminar wil l explore the motivations of minority
rel igions and spiritual seekers to transmit and learn,
and the processes they employ. As ever, speakers
wil l include academics and members and former
members of minority rel igions.

The Summer Seminar, Sexual Abuse Framed by Faith
or Bel ief, is now available on YouTube at
https://youtu.be/5itTMZadhOc

I nform staff have also fi lmed a series of interviews
with academics on issues relating to health and
heal ing and ideas of immortal ity. These can be seen
at
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCWrL53MHFxZ
Q1ac2iHKhrrg
and on our website: https://inform.ac/I nform-Ayuryog

Staff have written a number of fact sheets for the
Rel igion Media Centre and are in the process of
updating the 16 I nform leaflets on individual minority
rel igions and themes.

Please consider supporting I nform by becoming a
Friend of I nform, through a regular subscription, or by
making an anonymous donation at
https://inform.ac/donationstoinform .

You can also donate through Amazon Smile by
nominating us as your beneficiary charity—Amazon
wil l give us 0.5% of every purchase.



Call For Papers BASRAnnual Conference 2021

6-8 September, School of Divinity, University of Edinburgh

“From Religious Studies to the Studyof Religion/s: DisciplinaryFutures for the 21st century”

We warmly invite contributions to the BASR annual conference 2021. The 2021 conference fal ls in the 175th an-

niversary year of the foundation of New Col lege, home of the School of Divinity, and marks the 50th anniversary of

the teaching of Rel igious Studies at Edinburgh. The conference is also designated a I AHR Special Conference and

we look forward to welcoming international col leagues.

The aim of the conference is to discuss discipl inary and interdiscipl inary pasts and futures in Religious Studies or

the Study of Religion/s, with a particular focus on the future shape of the field in the 21st Century. After a period of

sharp critique of many of the field’s basic categories and axioms, it feels timely now to reflect upon what the field

has positively achieved, the chal lenges it has faced (and overcome), and the direction(s) it should now pursue.

The scope of the conference is the post-1960s period up to and including the present moment, during which Rel i-

gious Studies emerged, consol idated and diversified as a recognised discipl inary field or ‘brand’. Local and regional

histories of the field during this period are welcome, particularly where they identify problems or strengths for the

future, or can il luminate regional or international developments. We are particularly interested in exploring the

grounds for positive discipl inary futures for the field, based on concrete research and teaching methodologies.

Questions to consider include: What intel lectual benefits does the Study of Rel igion/s bring to academic research

in col leges and universities? What are its particular strengths in teaching, what pedagogical contributions does it

make to secondary school and adult education, and how might its curriculae be improved? What kinds of impact

does the field have in wider society, and in what ways should its impact be developed? Who are the different audi-

ences for the Study of Rel igion/s, and how can we engage new audiences whilst fostering existing strengths?

We are del ighted to announce that keynote papers wil l be presented by Professor Emeritus James Cox, University

of Edinburgh, and Professor Wanda Alberts, Leibniz University Hannover.

We particularly welcome proposals for themed panels of 3 or 4 (max) lasting 1.5 hours. I ndividual paper proposals

are also welcome. Abstracts for papers should be no longer than 200 words and carry a title plus author’s name

and institutional affi l iation. Panel proposals should also include a 200 word abstract for the panel as a whole, and

should identify a panel chair as the point of contact. Al l papers should last no more than 20 minutes with Q&A

time to fol low.

We encourage proposals to address these broad themes as far as possible, but we wil l also make room for

presentation of BASR members’ research on alternative topics.

Al l papers should contribute to the remit of the BASR as a member organisation of the I nternational Association

for the History of Rel igions: specifical ly, to advance research and education through the academic study of rel i-

gions by providing a forum for the non-confessional , critical , analytical and cross-cultural study of rel igions, past

and present.

Please submit proposals via email attachment by 5pm March 15 2021 to Dr Claire Wanless

Claire.Wanless@ed.ac.uk

Proposals wil l be considered by the conference committee - Dr Steven Sutcl iffe, Dr Claire Wanless and Dr Chris

Cotter, in consultation with the BASR Executive Committee. Outcomes wil l be communicated in early Apri l .

Further details of conference arrangements, including information on BASR Early Career Scholarships, wil l fol low in

early 2021.



BASR Annual General Meeting – 14.00-16.00 - 07/09/20

The Open University (via Zoom)

British Association for the Study of Rel igions
Registered Charity Number 801567

(Affi l iated to the I AHR and EASR)

Welcome (Bettina Schmidt). BS welcomed everyone, outl ining original plans to meet in Milton
Keynes, but due to Covid we have had to go onl ine. The two excel lent panels this morning have
shown how successful this has been, as it is vital to continue to discuss the place of the study of
Rel igion in Universities and schools. BS confirmed quoracy—DR asked virtual attendees to note
their attendance for the record in the Q&A boxes. BS noted to audience that they can also ask
questions this way.

Apologies (Stephen Gregg). Steve Sutcl iffe, Ursula King & Marion Bowman.

Minutes of the previous AGM (Stephen Gregg). BS confirmed minutes were publ ished in Nov 2019
edition of bul letin. Asked for corrections or comments. None, so accepted as accurate record of
meeting.

Matters arising (Stephen Gregg). None that are not covered by today’s agenda.

Presidential Address (Bettina Schmidt). BS sad not to be with everyone in person, but keen to keep
everyone up to date with activities behind the scenes. BS noted it has been a difficult year, ampl i-
fied by lockdown—not just closure due to lockdown, but threats to the subject and departments
across our discipl ine and sector. BS noted we had lost col leagues in the last 12 months, and noted
fear of impact in the coming years—recently, redundancies and course closures have been at the
fore. When the BA report came out last year, it was focused upon Theology, but now the problems
are wide-spread across the whole of Humanities. We have written to support departments under
threat, and seek the continued support of members as, unfortunately, this wil l happen again in the
future. BS noted the support we have from the EASR and I AHR. A positive aspect of this internation-
al support is that the next BASR conference has been awarded special I AHR conference status. The
cancel lation of the I AHR this year meant that the publ ishers stands went onl ine for a virtual book
fayre, so please attend that to get good deals. The Women’s Scholars Network also planned to hold
a major event in NZ, but when that was cancel led, onl ine webinars wil l be held to celebrate the im-
portance of our foremothers in the history of the Study of Rel igion. BS wil l advertise these in due
course on the mail ing l ist. The recent I AHR election saw Tim Jensen stays on as President and a new
body of committee members, including James Kapalo—our col league from the I AASR who has been
elected. When BASR went onl ine, there was the postponement of a celebration for Peggy Morgan’s
80th birthday and in honour of her contribution to the BASR over many years. This wil l now be celeb-
rated in Edinburgh 2021. BS noted her personal thanks to PM, who played a large part in welcoming
BS into the BASR fold and encouraging her to become involved. Struggles lay ahead, but BS is con-
fident that we can ensure that our discipl ine is heard beyond our institutions.

Secretary’s Report (Stephen Gregg). SG started by thanking BS & DR for covering secretary admin
duties whilst he had been away on a short research sabbatical . He noted the impact of lockdown on
the sector, and our membership—particularly those in smal l and vulnerable departments or institu-
tions. SG reported on his attendance at the TRS-UK AGM, noting the need for a strong voice for RS
in our col laborative work. SG encouraged BASR members to stand for the upcoming secretary va-



cancy at TRS-UK, and asked for any suggestions for BAME RS graduates who may wish to appear in
employabil ity videos. SG noted that the committee had promised £500 of support to Michael
Dudek (2019 Bursary Recipient) for an art instal lation at the Edinburgh conference, with the hope of
attracting local media and to use the images in future BASR literature and campaigns. SG noted
thanks to Moojan Moomen for volunteering to attend London meetings if the Exec cannot travel .
SG noted that archival project to update Bodleian col lection has paused due to lockdown. SG re-
sponded to I AHR questionnaire on future onl ine conferences, relating member responses received,
and finished by stating that al l I AHR costs had been recouped, and that he had voted in I AHR elec-
tions as one of the two BASR nominees, along with BS.

Treasurer’s Report (Chris Cotter). CC shared accounts summary on screen. Noted usual anomaly of
two insurance payments in alternate years. Response to BA report included one-off cost of data
purchase. I ncome was £4,786 and expenditure £9,069. Balance of £19,026 at year end. The con-
ference at LTU was profitable. 179 paying members (down 16 from last year, but 15 new members
have joined). The I AHR being cancel led actual ly saved us a lot of money (nearly £7,000) although
that would al l have been ‘normal ’ for the quinquennial year costs. CC noted he is currently complet-
ing a Gift Aid return, which wil l appear in next year’s accounts. CC reminded members that we have
funds to help with day conferences and encouraged members to get in touch with the committee.
Our financial position continues to be healthy, but we should be conservative in the next year or so
to ensure this continues. CC noted that committee always welcomes comments and questions on
spending plans, and appl ications for support. BS reiterated committee’s keenness to support day
conferences.

Teaching and Learning (Stefanie Sinclair). SS noted T&L Fel low has been in place since 2017. SS
confirmed Mel Prideaux from Leeds as this year’s recipient. SS welcomed MP, highl ighting her work
with the Community Rel igions Project at Leeds, which has led on the active engagement of stu-
dents as researchers and fieldworkers. MP noted her thanks, and desire to contribute to the dis-
cussion with the BASR in the next year and beyond. SS noted committee’s decision to continue
support of Fel lowship noting that committee are keen to receive nominations from less establ ished
scholars, where we wil l judge impact and innovation not just experience or seniority. Ful l details wil l
be in the May bul letin. SS thanked DLl and MP for their help in organising the T&L panel this morn-
ing—SS confirmed the committee’s commitment to the continuing focus on T&L, including noting a
special issue of JBASR on T&L. BS noted her congratulations to MP on her Fel lowship.

JBASR Co-ordinating Editor’s Report (Suzanne Owen). SO reiterated that JBASR has led as an on-
l ine, open access journal far ahead of the sector move to that format. The edition based on last
year’s conference is near completion—final stages of review and proofing, and aiming for Nov 2020
publ ishing date. Next issue wil l focus on T&L as it is some years since Stephen Gregg & Dominic
Corrywright’s previous special edition and the landscape has shifted considerably. SO noted re-
flective and discussion pieces are welcome as wel l as ful l articles. SO announced that Jonathan
O’Donnel l wil l assist her on future issues of JBASR as editorial assistant. SO wil l advertise cal l for
material . BS welcomed JO’D.

Bulletin Editor’s Report (David Robertson). DR confirmed we wil l also be bringing in Theo Wildcroft
as assistant editor on the next issue with the plan to co-edit by the May edition. Always looking for
contributions, so please do send in. Success of bul letin depends on vital ity of membership. Update
is short, as reorganisation of last few years (especial ly move onl ine) has made process much easier
and streamlined. DR noted that, as there are no photos of the conference, please take a photo of
your desk, and we can share those—just a bit of fun to show life as an academic in lockdown.

Website and Social Media (Angela Puca). BS noted that Vivian Asimos had stepped down, but that
Angela Puca had taken up the role to great effect already, especial ly helping to update the website
and help post for the conference on social media. BS thanked VA and welcomed AP to the role.



Religious Studies Project (David Robertson / Chris Cotter). CC noted RSP gratitude to BASR as
founding sponsors of RSP. A year ago, DR & CC stepped back from daily editing to become charity
Trustees. The new editors have done a marvel lous job, bringing a wealth of experience and drive. CC
urged members to go to the RSP website to see the changes and updates, including revital isation
of older parts of the archive and the creation of playl ists. Major drive now is for commissioned con-
tent and greater diversity of contributors; hopeful ly this is now easier that people are more com-
fortable with virtual conversations and the use of technology. CC reminded members that
donations are accepted to the charity to continue the aims of the RSP, and also noted that the ‘Dis-
course’ feature has moved from behind a paywal l into the free section, in the hope that it wil l raise
the voice of RS. The one mil l ionth download is due in the next few weeks. BS congratulated CC & DR
on their achievements.

BASR Response to HEA TRS Report (David Robertson). DR noted lockdown had impacted, as with
al l projects, but a final draft has been shared in the last week with the committee and several BASR
members who had specific areas of relevant expertise. DR asked if any members present had par-
ticular expertise in changes in AHRC funding post 2008 and after reorganisation in 2012, as more
data required to back up that section of the report. Whilst it had been hard work, DR noted it had
been a privi lege to work on it—it is exactly the sort of project the BASR should be doing in its remit
as a charity and lobbying group for our discipl ine at this troublesome time, hopeful ly helping mem-
bers fight any cuts or attacks on departments and our wider discipl ine.

BASR Conference 2021 (Bettina Schmidt). BS confirmed Edinburgh as a BASR and special I AHR
conference. Theme to be ‘From Religious Studies to the Study of Rel igions: Discipl inary Futures for
the C21st’ from 6th-8th September 2021 at New Col lege, which is the 50th anniversary of RS at Ed
and 175th anniversary of New Col lege, home to the School of Divinity. Steve Sutcl iffe wil l be the
local coordinator, and CC wil l be the BASR committee local Rep. BS noted CC’s history project wil l
also report at the conference—so lots to celebrate. BASR is planning for conference in person. BS
also asked members who are interested in hosting 2022 or 2023 to contact SG. BS noted that
EASR previously announced dates for 2021 that clashed with Edinburgh but, after a prompt, they
kindly moved the dates so that there is no clash. BS confirmed BASR 2021 keynotes as Jim Cox and
Wanda Alberts.

Nomination of President Elect (Bettina Schmidt). BS confirmed nomination of Stephen E. Gregg as
President-Elect 2020-21 and President 2021-24, nominated by Prof. G. Harvey and Prof. B Schmidt.
Supported by the membership and elected.

Any Other Business (Bettina Schmidt). None.

Date, time and location of next AGM (Stephen Gregg). Tuesday 7th September 2021, Edinburgh.

BASR TREASURER’S REPORT FOR THE YEAR ENDING 15th AUGUST 2020

Dr C.R. Cotter, BASR Honorary Treasurer, Open University [onl ine], 7th September 2020

1. General income for the year was £4,786. This is significantly lower than last year (£7,085) but
much more in l ine with preceding years—2017/18 (£5,864) and 2016/17 (£5,604). I t is sti l l lower,
and that is explained by a sl ight drop in subscriptions, and a profit-share with I SASR (for Belfast
2018 conference) and a profitable (but less so) conference at LTU in 2019.



2. Subscriptions: Sl ight decrease of £149 due to a rise in defaulting payments. Quite a few of those
defaulting are active members so this should be easily rectified. We currently have 179 paying
members (down 16 from last year) and 13 life members. 15 new members joined in the past year.

3. General expenditure for the year: £9,069, an increase of £3,314 on last year. However, in compar-
ison with previous years, this was typical . The increase in one-off expenditure is explained by our BA
report project, and two insurance payments fal l ing within the same accounting period.

4. Committee expenses are £199 lower than last year at £1,614. Another typical year, with savings
being made due to the President combining our January committee meeting with External Examin-
ing duties.

5. I nsurance remains in place, with 2019/20 and 2020/21 paid during this accounting period.

6. The BASR continued to sponsor the Rel igious Studies Project at £500 per year.

7. Our subscription payments to the EASR and I AHR are down sl ightly (by £33 combined) due to our
sl ight decrease in membership numbers.

8. Expenditure on the website and journal is significantly lower than last year (where extensive work
had been undertaken) and represents a more typical basel ine.

9. 2019 conference at Leeds Trinity University was a financial success, with a surplus of £567.

10. £540 was paid to Dr J. Tuckett for research work conducted in the production of our response to
the infamous BA report. £3007.20 was paid to HESA for access to the ful l dataset. This was higher
than we expected, but the executive committee decided that it was necessary to produce a ful l re-
sponse, and a justifiable expense given our financial health. I t was also within the £3-4000 range
we had indicated at last year’s AGM as the ful l costs for the project.

11. Due to the I AHR being cancel led, we ‘saved’ quite a bit of money. This includes the 4x£500
bursaries we awarded for BASR members to attend, and about £4700 to cover the costs of sending
the President and Secretary. Our finances would be significantly more precarious if we had taken
this £6700 “hit”. The Treasurer wil l focus this year on reclaiming defaulted membership payments,
completing the long-promised Gift Aid return (which has now started) and perhaps rational izing
some of our other expenditure.

12. BASR members are reminded that they are encouraged to contact the committee if they would
l ike smal l amounts of financial support for events. At present these wil l be handled on a case-by-
case basis and judged against the BASR’s constitutional aims. I f the volume of appl ications in-
creases significantly, we wil l need to develop a pol icy on such support.

13. Bank Accounts: As of August 15th, Bank Accounts total led £19,026, a decrease of £4,283. This
decrease is largely explained by points 3 and 10 above.

14. Summary of Financial Position: Overal l , the finances of the BASR are stil l good with adequate re-
serves, but we may need to be more conservative in the coming years. Our healthy bank balance has
al lowed the BASR to continue investment in postgraduate bursaries, col laborative research, inter-
association networking, the production of a response to the BA report, and to maintain the teaching
fel lowship, history project, website and branding. We always welcome comment on spending de-
cisions, as wel l as suggestions/appl ications from members for the future al location of funds in
keeping with the BASR’s constitutional aims.





Re-Imagining the RS/RE Curriculum:
Reduction without Reductionism

The relations and intersections between rel i-
gious studies research, education studies re-
search, and subject representation of Rel igious
Studies in universities and Rel igious Education
in schools are multifaceted. Readers of this bul-
letin wil l be famil iar with the ongoing efforts to
de/re-construct the discipl ine of Rel igious Stud-
ies within universities with, for instance, Cotter
and Robertson’s edited col lection (2016). This
excel lent and timely col lection is notable be-
cause of the focus on different pedagogical ap-
proaches in Higher Education. Pedagogies of RS
in HE are seldom treated systematical ly and al-
though the discussion of pedagogy is refresh-
ingly direct and engaging in this book, it is not (I
hope they won’t mind me saying) quite system-
atic. This is hardly surprising given that “the field
of didactics [pedagogy] has been neglected in
the study of rel igions in many countries for a
long time” (Alberts 2007, 2). Looking more
broadly, it has been persuasively argued that
systematic pedagogy in the tradition from which
Wanda Alberts comes (Germany) does not have
a direct equivalent in Anglo American education-
al theory (Westbury, Hopmann, and Riquarts
2014). So it is l ittle wonder that pedagogies of
RS are not given a firm foundation within a gen-
eral educational theory. Despite widespread dis-
cussion of pedagogies of school-based
Rel igious Education, much the same could be
said of RE in schools.

But do we real ly need a ‘systematic pedagogy’
for RS or RE? Don’t we learn most from the ex-
periences of teaching than from theoretical re-
flections? I concede that for those of us that
teach in universities or schools, our relation to
educational theory is often ambivalent. Early ca-
reer lecturers are encouraged, sometimes co-
erced, to engage in pedagogical reflections as
they embark on academic careers at university
with mixed results. Similarly, it is commonplace
for students on teacher education programmes
to express some impatience with theoretical
analysis of education, asserting that school
placements provide the most relevant educa-
tional experience. The primary dignity of practice
indicates that the value of educational theory
cannot be assumed, a point not lost on the
founding figures of systematic pedagogy, Jo-
hann Herbart and Friedrich Schleiermacher. But
theoretical reflection on educational practice is
valuable where we are otherwise prone to repeat
the habits encountered in our meandering ex-
periences. Persuading the reader of the value of
educational theory might take more space that I
have in this short piece, though al low me to fly
the flag for a few innovative theoretical discus-
sions from educational philosophy and theory
that could assist educators of RS/E within uni-
versities and schools to reflect on what they do
and how they do it. I wil l briefly discuss three in-
terrelated concepts of particular relevance:

features

David Lewin
Senior Lecturer in Philosophy of
Education, University of Strathclyde



grammatization, pedagogical reduction, and the
example.

The concept of grammatization describes the
processes by which the flux and complexity of
space, time, the world and its contents becomes
organised, named and
defined so as to become
educational subject mat-
ter. Music, for instance,
can be l istened to and en-
joyed; it can also be stud-
ied where the notes and
intervals are interpreted
and understood: “we make
something that cannot be
studied as such (e.g. the
performed music) into a
pedagogical object (e.g.
the music score, the
sounds of individual in-
struments)” (Vl ieghe and
Zamojski 2019, 138). This
scholastic operation en-
tails the formation of a re-
lation—a kind of
distanciation—between
the student and the thing.
Different metaphors ex-
press the process of ‘mak-
ing school ’ ; of transforming the thing into an
object for study and education, a popular meta-
phor being to place something on the table
around which students are gathered
(Masschelein and Simons 2013). Vl ieghe and
Zamojski (2019) i l lustrate the encoding of the
continuous (e.g. music) into the discrete (e.g.
notes and intervals) in their discussion of the
music pedagogy of the American composer and
conductor Leonard Bernstein. I n the case of the
‘subject matter’ of rel igion, the encoding, or
grammatization, of certain bel iefs, practices and
performances to make them sufficiently al ien
that they become subject matter, is worthy of
attention. Mül ler’s oft-quoted dictum comes to
mind “He who knows one [rel igion], knows none.”
Through the distanciation or al ienation brought
about by grammatization, something is put on
the table as a pedagogical object. The concept
of grammatization is closely related the second
concept I wil l discuss: pedagogical (didactic) re-
duction.

Ever since Johan Comenius’s hugely influential
general picture/textbook for children Orbis Pic-
tus publ ished in 1658, the idea of presenting an
account of the whole world through selection
and simpl ification, often through a combination
of text and image, has been fundamental to the

development of education.
As the complexity of culture
increases, and the very idea
of encompassing al l know-
ledge into a single system is
abandoned, two forces in-
creasingly come into opera-
tion: extending the time
needed to spend at school
(now we al l need a higher
degree); compressing the
curriculum so that we do
more with less. The concept
of pedagogical reduction
theorises the activities de-
signed to focus the atten-
tion of students on a
particular pedagogical ob-
ject (Lewin 2019). The text-
book is the… er… textbook
form of the pedagogical re-
duction, since it is designed
to select, simpl ify and en-
gage. The pedagogical rep-

resentations in textbooks can be neatly
summarized in the fol lowing terms: knowledge is
stable, not provisional or contested; exceptions
and contradictions are avoided; elements are
presented in discrete parts or units; the
presentation itself is often attractive or enter-
taining in some way. Of course, contemporary
scholars of rel igion are at pains to point out the
problems with precisely this kind of textbook
presentation of rel igion/s, arguing that rel igious
traditions are precisely not discrete, stable, ho-
mogenous entities. Since we must use pedago-
gical reductions, a robust theory can help us to
define criteria by which such reductions are best
developed and deployed. I t is vital that such the-
ory take account of a wide-range of critical
voices: feminist, post-colonial , anti-racist, queer
and other voices must be engaged in developing
criteria towards inclusive pedagogical repres-
entations and reductions. But how do we square
this circle: how can be represent al l while being
selective? Whose voices wil l be marginal ized?

how do we
square this

circle: how can
be represent all
while being se-
lective?Whose
voices will be
marginalized?

features



Criteria for selection are determined partly by
educational intentions: what should the stu-
dents learn? Some educators might wish to
complicate the assumption that students need
to acquire a breadth of knowledge in al l the
‘world rel igions’, preferring to focus less on
breadth of content than on process. I n other
words, we can move away from conceiving inclu-
sion in terms of scope. Here studying rel igions
can be fundamental ly reflective, concerned with
the development of something l ike historical
consciousness (the awareness that my own his-
torical circumstances are the product of consid-
erable contingency). Learning about rel igions
then becomes a mode of self-inquiry intended to
al ienate the self from its own self-assured his-
torical (and rel igious) conditions. For instance,
we could refer to the notion of encountering the
self through al ienation of the self (von Hum-
boldt’s notion of bildung). I am tempted to agree
with Jonathan Z. Smith where he states that
self-consciousness constitutes the foremost
object of study for the student of rel igion (Smith
1988, xi), as long as the other is not thereby
negated by being absorbed as a facet of the self;
this should not be al lowed to become ‘al l about
me’.

A related dimension of pedagogical reduction
that Smith and many other scholars of rel igion
discuss is the concept of the exemplary: what
are examples? what are they for and of? The
concept of the exemplary is of huge significance
to educational theory and careful analysis is
wel l-rewarded though for reasons of space I wil l
reference just one dimension: the entry point
(Einstieg). Wagenschein (2015) suggests that
the initial entry point into a subject ought not to
be just a simple element onto which more know-
ledge can be piled, but something l ike an aper-
ture, a perspective which can mirror the whole.
Korsgaard (2017, 165) offers the fol lowing sum-
mary: “we do not need to begin at the bottom of
the ‘knowledge pyramid’ and work our way to the
top. Rather, we should begin at what may be a
complex problem or object that can chal lenge
the student’s spontaneity, regardless of their
prior knowledge about the subject. I t is about
gripping and maintaining the student’s attention,
rather than beginning a process of knowledge
accumulation.”

The temptation to aspire to an al l-encompassing
RS/E curriculum, one that is ful ly inclusive of the
complex and multifaceted traditions and cul-
tures that form our pol itical and social com-
munities, is hard to resist. But teachers can be
exhausted by the relentless responsibi l ities that
fol low. I n this short article I have suggested
some possible avenues for reflection as
something of an entry point into the wider dis-
cussions of how we can develop and deploy ped-
agogical reductions without being reductionist.
Readers may be interested to know that I am de-
veloping a larger project of initial ly theoretical re-
search that brings together expertise in RS, RE
and Education Studies, to develop a theory of
pedagogical reduction within RS/E. I f this reson-
ates with your interests, please get in touch
(david. lewin@strath.ac.uk). Project website: ht-
tps://www.exet.org/rel igion-and-reduction
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BASR 2020 | THE OPEN UNIVERSITY (ONLINE),
7th SEPT 2020

The annual conference of the BASR was a bit dif-
ferent this year for some reason (something to
do with the US election perhaps.. .). A day confer-
ence was held onl ine on the 7th of September
thanks to the technical know-how of the Open
University. I t consisted of two panels: the morn-
ing panel on Teaching and Learning, chaired by
Stefanie Sinclair (Open University) and Dawn
Llewelyn (Chester), and Worldviews in Rel igious
Education in the afternoon chaired by Wendy
Dossett (Chester). As always, the proceedings
of the conference were fol lowed by the soci-
ety’s AGM and by much-needed social time.

The Teaching and Learning panel opened with a
paper co-presented by Mel Prideaux, lecturer in
the study of rel igion at Leeds, and Natasha
Jones, a third-year undergraduate student at
the same institution. The paper argued that un-
dergraduate students should be encouraged to
get their teeth into the issues of research eth-
ics early, as a vital part of developing the next
generation of researchers in our field. As she
rightly remarked, undergraduate students are al l
too often ignored or treated as an after-thought
in these discussions (relevant only in relation to
final year dissertations or field work). Prideaux
l inked the need to expose students to research
ethics to the turn towards l ived rel igion and
away from the conception of rel igions as bodies
of doctrines, anticipating the debates in the
next panel about the long shadow of the world
rel igions paradigm rather wel l . This point was en-
capsulated by the quote from Gregg and
Schofield 2015 that “rel igion isn’t l ived in a text-
book.” Undergraduate dissertations, placements
and trips after al l often depend on relationships

with specific local communities and encounters
with the practice of rel igion in the local environ-
ment can be exceptional ly formative for under-
graduate students. Prideaux also highl ighted
how assigning students to discuss existing re-
search ethics frameworks such as those re-
cently released by the BASR, can help to
cultivate critical thinking by encouraging them
to draw out the assumptions and practical ap-
pl ications of these texts. I t can also make them
aware of the study of rel igion as an active com-
munity of practice rather than a passive process
of reception of knowledge.

Natasha Jones spoke about her role as the pro-
ject intern working with the department to de-
velop a web resource on teaching and learning
research ethics for students at Leeds. Part of
her task in this project was evaluating the relev-
ance of the BASR guidel ines to construct the
web resource and then make use of student fo-
cus groups to assess their needs. Jones found
some room for improvement in the society’s
guidance in that it was unsurprisingly orientated
towards professional academics and postgradu-
ate researchers. Nonetheless, she was able to
make use of the guidel ines as a template and
tailor it to undergraduate needs. I t was very
valuable and refreshing to hear from an under-
graduate student on these issues and Jones
presented this material capably and profession-
al ly.

The second part of the panel was taken up by a
discussion of the impact of the Covid-19 crisis
on teaching and learning. Attendees had been
asked to submit a word or phrase which encap-
sulated teaching during the current crisis for
them, which was displayed as a Covid-19 word
cloud which served as a useful discussion point .

conferences



As one would expect, the word ‘anxiety’ was
prominent along with ‘tech fails’, ‘cortisol ’ but on
a more positive note terms l ike ‘opportunity’
made an appearance. My personal favourite by
far though was ‘institutional agenda’.

Participants in the discussion highl ighted many
pertinent issues such as student camera shy-
ness, lack of engagement or attendance, pri-
vacy issues, the pros and cons of recording
class-time, how chat boxes might negatively im-
pact students with learning difficulties, the diffi-
culty of staff to ‘read the room’ onl ine and the
loss of face to face social time. The common as-
sumption that students were completely tech-
nical ly proficient and would prefer to learn onl ine
has been confirmed to be a largely false one (not
news to many of us). Clearly, this has had a big
impact on al l forms of student research but es-
pecial ly those later in their studies while as-
sessments have largely been cancel led for first
years. Participants shared advice on how best to

teach in these circumstances which boiled down
largely to: keep it simple, give students the
space to informal ly social ise on their own and be
aware of how much they might be intimidated by
interacting directly with lecturers. The use of an-
onymous pol ls to gauge problems was a useful
suggestion by Stefanie Sinclair because other-
wise students may not speak up.

The second panel , chaired by Wendy Dossett
(Chester), discussed a recent report by the
Commission on Rel igious Education which
offered some promising suggestions which
could help to bring Rel igious Education in Eng-
land and Wales closer to academic Rel igious
Studies (the commission does not relate to
Scotland or Northern I reland). The 2018 report
was based on two years of consultation in-
volving scholars of rel igion including many of the
contributors to the panel . During her opening re-
marks on the report, Dossett invoked J.Z.
Smith’s maxim that writing the syl labus is the



most important writing that a scholar engages
in. She hailed the report as a clear step in the
right direction with its acknowledgement of the
vast plural ity of ‘worldviews’ (problems with that
terminology not withstanding) outside and
alongside the ‘big six’ and the World Rel igions
approach common in the subject, and the stipu-
lation that children are entitled to “balanced and
critical studies of rel igions”. Al l contributors to
the panel acknowledged that this was quite a
bold step for school-level Rel igious Education
(and that RE has needs distinct from university-
level RS), that the report held promise but there
were many aspects requiring critique.

Suzanne Owen (Leeds Trinity) voiced her initial
scepticism about the shift to worldviews as
merely a kind of rebranding of rel igion and a po-
tential privi leging of bel ief or cognitive elements
of rel igious traditions over other significant
factors. As a long-time critic of the world rel i-
gions paradigm, she pointed to the influence of
Ninian Smart on the current RE curriculum who
also tended to use ‘rel igion’ and ‘worldviews’
somewhat interchangeably (while acknow-
ledging the work that the world rel igions ap-
proach did include non-Christian rel igions in the
subject). Nonetheless, the focus on worldviews
may al low students to grasp that people derive
meaning from a variety of sources some gener-
al ly label led ‘non-rel igious’ or ‘secular’ such as
ethical veganism. She pointed to the participa-
tion of several scholars of non-rel igion as a bene-
ficial influence on this process.

Academic scholars of rel igion can at times gloss
over the practical needs and the fraught pol itics
of RE. Just as the previous panel benefited from
an undergraduate voice on undergraduate is-
sues, this panel benefited from the contribution
of someone involved in the high-level administra-
tion of Rel igious Education—Rudi El l iott Lock-
hart, former CEO of the RE Council of England
and Wales. The conference organisers should be
particularly praised for extending its gaze bey-
ond the ivory tower. Lockhart demonstrated
thorough engagement with academic critiques
of the subject and the report itself, balanced
with a real istic assessment of how RE could be
brought closer to academic RS.

The report does certainly seem quite sincere in

its desire to move away from a ‘silo’ approach to
rel igious traditions, its desire to include non-rel i-
gious worldviews and to embrace a more l ived
rel igions approach which recognises internal di-
versity distinct from institutional or mainstream
‘answers to the big questions’. As Owen men-
tioned, the report does acknowledge non-rel i-
gious worldviews but also recognises the
differing degrees to which worldviews may be
coherent or incoherent and differing extent to
which they may be held consciously or uncon-
sciously. I n my view what was perhaps most rad-
ical is the contention that al l people wil l hold
multiple worldviews and that both ‘rel igious’ and
‘non-rel igious’ persons wil l frequently draw from
both ‘rel igious’ and ‘non-rel igious’ worldviews
despite the inculcation of the dichotomy.

A crucial distinction between personal and insti-
tutional worldviews was also introduced which
does much of the work in substantiating this
new paradigm, as wel l bridging the old and new
approaches.

This distinction was perhaps useful in assuaging
the concerns of some of the rel igious com-
munities involved that institutional doctrines wil l
sti l l be taught but now with a conscious aware-
ness of the potential distinctiveness of personal
worldviews which may or may not draw on sever-
al institutional worldviews. The appreciation of
the importance of socio-cultural context, media,
l ived experiences and historical events in shap-
ing the personal worldviews of even the most or-
thodox was laudable. The report also leaves
room to explore the connections or intersections
between rel igion/non-rel igion and other factors
such as gender, sexual ity, national ity and ethni-
city. The fact that rel igion (and non-rel igion) is at
least impl ied to be of only relative and situational
importance rather than overwhelmingly import-
ant al l of the time does appear to be a fairly rad-
ical step, even if it is only a single step so far.

Paul-François Tremlett (Open University) offered
a critical close reading of the report which drew
attention to some of its bl ind-spots. The
concept of ‘worldview’ which the report is based
was dependent on was not ful ly fleshed out in
his view, nor was what counts as a worldview
made especial ly clear. Tremlett drew attention to
the irony that in spite of its ambiguities, the re-



port engages in some questionable boundary
pol icing. Confucianism is named both as a rel i-
gion and as a non-rel igious worldview which can
be studied alongside humanism and existential-
ism. However, the report categorical ly stated
that certain phenomena were not appropriate for
study including capital ism, communism and na-
tional ism. As Tremlett argues this rather ob-
scures the influence of capital ism on the
context in which contemporary worldviews are
encountered and constructed, namely a model
of personal choice between nominal ly equal
worldviews based on rational consideration.
While Tremlett praised the report as the poten-
tial basis for a more fluid, ‘Deleuzian RS’, the fact
that its own boundary making and assumptions
about rel igion are placed beyond scrutiny serve
to undermine its overal l point.

I n a somewhat similar vein, Malory Nye (affi l iated
with the University of Glasgow) highl ighted the
lack of discussion of race, racism and colonial
history in the report. This is in spite of the deep
ties between rel igion-making and colonial history
and the frequent racial isation of rel igions in the
contemporary UK. Nye uses this report as an ex-
ample of the much more pervasive race bl ind-
ness and presumed ‘racial innocence’ of the
study of rel igion (though he touched on the isol-
ated counter-examples of teaching about the
Holocaust, antisemitism and I slamophobia as
pervasive prejudices). Both RS and RE are fre-
quently presented as a remedy for prejudice
through ‘rel igious l iteracy’, which he identified as
an under-theorised term in itself, but which al l
too often reproduces the concept of racism as
an individual problem rather than a systemic and
endemic issue in the UK. Nye acknowledged that
there is no easy solution to these issues but ar-
gued that much more serious consideration
needs to be given to what needs to be taught
and how, whether that includes or prioritises rel i-
gion or not. Whatever form these changes does
take, tackl ing the questions of race, racism and
colonial ism openly would be necessary to estab-
l ish an anti-racist education system.

The discussion which fol lowed the panel high-
l ighted the concern that this may end up as an
elongation of the world rel igions paradigm which
could be exacerbated by the fact that few prac-
tical suggestions have been given for how to im-

plement these recommendations. Another
crucial point that reforming RE in a meaningful
way depends on negotiating with some fairly en-
trenched stakeholders—rel igious communities,
faith schools but also importantly the state. The
discussion raised the problem of how much our
subject is contested and determined by ideolo-
gical commitments, but this is also useful in
highl ighting its vital ity and significance to the
critical humanities general ly.

Liam Sutherland,
University of Edinburgh

‘IMMORTALITY: BELIEFS AND PRACTICES’, IN-
FORM-KINGS COLLEGE LONDON SEMINAR. 1
FEB 2020. KING’S COLLEGE LONDON.

On the 1st February 2020, I NFORM (I nformation
Network Focus on Rel igious Movements), with the
department of Theology and Rel igious Studies at
King’s Col lege London, hosted a day-long seminar.
I nform seminars have been taking place for over
thirty years now and are unique in bringing together
academics with other interested groups (i .e.
‘stakeholders’) on thematic subjects relating to
minority rel igions. I n addition to academics and
students, a typical I nform seminar might include
speakers and audience members from rel igious
movements, former members and critics of rel i-
gious movements and those whose professional
work involves rel igious movements such as coun-
sel lors, social workers, civi l servants, pol ice of-
ficers, legal professionals and other interested
members of the publ ic.

The theme for this seminar was ‘I mmortal ity: Be-
l iefs and Practices’ drawn from Honorary Director,
Dr Suzanne Newcombe’s ERC Horizon 2020 Project
AYURYOG (2015-2020), which is exploring the en-
tanglements of yoga, ayurveda and rasaśastra (al-
chemical and longevity practices) in South Asia.
The day opened with Dr Newcombe (Open Uni-
versity) presenting on ‘I mmortal ity as Aspiration,
Bel ief or Practice?’ addressing the different ways
‘immortal ity’ appears in rel igious and popular cul-
ture. She then discussed the pragmatic value of
immortal ity as a concept, as wel l as the ways that
bel iefs and practices relating to it can transform



people’s l ived experience and their choices, with
some examples from the I ndian traditions.

Then, Mark Singleton (SOAS, University of London)
discussed ‘Yoga, I mmortal ity, Technology’, high-
l ighting the range of novel technologies relating to
the practice and culture of yoga such as ‘smart
mats’ and several forms of wearable technology.
Singleton went on to posit the impl ications of such
technologies and whether they are compatible
with the tradition of yoga, which has itself been
commonly referred to as a ‘technology’ for over-
coming the perceived undesirable ‘natural ’ occur-
rences in human l ife, from sickness, old age and
death, to suffering and even cognition itself.
Singleton concluded by drawing paral lels between
yogic practices and the contemporary ‘tech-rel i-
gions’ of Sil icon Val ley which envision several pos-
sible modal ities of immortal ity: biological
immortal ity, postponing death for as long as pos-
sible; partial biological immortal ity whereby hu-
mans transform into cyborg-l ike beings; and cyber
immortal ity where immortal ity is achieved by map-
ping or uploading the self onto a server.

After this was the first of several perspectives on
immortal ity offered by those coming from a faith
perspective. Megan Long, national president of
The Greater World, spoke from a Christian Spiritu-
al ist perspective, on ‘I mmortal ity—The Gateway to
Life’. Long shared her bel ief that the soul is immor-
tal and that death is by no means the end of l ife.
Once we know this, Long argued, it is a matter of
free wil l to al low such knowledge to transform our
l ives in the here and now. This reiterated the intro-
ductory point that bel iefs about immortal ity are
not just predictions about the future but can
change how we choose to l ive in the present.

Returning to the academic perspective, Mikel Bur-
ley (University of Leeds) gave an exceptional ly
clear talk comparing ‘Competing conceptions of
immortal ity and nirvana among interpreters of
Buddhism.’ He explored the mulitipl icity of
Buddhist interpretations to the idea of immortal ity.
Drawing from a typology devised by Carl Becker,
Burley discussed four possible interpretations of
nirvana as a form of annihi lationism, eternal l ife, an
ethical state in this world, and a transcendent, in-
effable state. Burley argued for changing the focus
of Buddhism “from ontology to axiology” defending
al l four possible interpretations as val id.

Then the charismatic founder of the W TALK Net-
work, Tobi Olujinmi, stated her position that we are
‘Created in the image of the infinite’—that the es-
sence of who we are as people is immortal , and
death is what separates time and eternity. She
went on to expl icate her bel ief that the soul is im-
mortal as it was created in the image of God and
that it is pertinent to consider where one wil l exist
beyond time within the eternity.

I n one of the most engaging presentations of the
day, Dr Peter Fenwick (King’s Col lege London) drew
on qual itative interviews, survey data and cl inical
experience to explore ‘What do near death experi-
ences show us about the actual process of dying?’
Drawing from his extensive research on near death
experiences (NDE) he detailed the paral lels
between individuals who had reported having an
NDE and accounts of end of l ife experiences. Fen-
wick described the common elements of NDEs, as
wel l as the effect geographical contingencies can
have on the interpretation of them. According to
Fenwick, the transformation of consciousness ex-
perienced by people who have had NDEs, as wel l as
those experienced by the dying, suggests a
change in consciousness in the direction of non-
dual ity, and the continuation of consciousness
after death becomes a real possibi l ity.

After lunch, Lindsley Cash and Tracey Hood, co-
owners of Clearly Destiny, a spiritual centre in Eu-
ston, provided a demonstration of spirit channel-
l ing. For the demonstration, Lindsley channel led
communicators from the spirit world, who spoke
about the continued existence and communica-
tion of spirit after returning to the Spirit world.
During this, she touched on the idea of an immortal
soul , as wel l as the comfort afforded to their cl i-
ents who can stil l communicate with their loved
ones.

Aled Thomas’ (Open University) talk, ‘“I Know I ’m
I mmortal… I don’t Fear Death”: Approaching No-
tions of I mmortal ity in Free Zone Scientologist
Spheres’, highl ighted the growing number of Sci-
entologists practicing in the so-cal led ‘Free Zone’
(outside of the institutional Church). Thomas also
il luminated that Scientologist notions of immor-
tal ity and spiritual development (via auditing) are
being adopted by ‘spiritual counsel lors’ who do not
identify as Scientologists, yet sti l l choose to util-
ise L Ron Hubbard’s teachings in their practices.



Thomas demonstrated how nuanced approaches
to the immortal self directly inform innovative
methods of using Scientologist technology.

The final formal presentation of the day was an-
thropologist Susannah Crockford who explored
‘How the 1% Plan to Survive Cl imate Change and
Live Forever: I mmortal ity as the Teleological Out-
come of Hyperinequal ity’. I n her talk, Crockford, fo-
cusing on the US context, suggested that the
bifurcation of wealth in a late-stage capital ist soci-
ety, in the face of ecological disaster, wil l l ikely lead
to opportunities for immortal ity being open to the
richest members of society, whilst staying closed
to others. To il lustrate her point, Crockford used
the examples of present day ‘el ite survival ists’ or
‘doomsday capital ists’ as people who can avoid the
impact of cl imate change due to factors such as
increased mobil ity, access to private companies
that can provide l ife-saving services (e.g. firefight-
ers, healthcare etc.) and greater abil ity to stockpile
food and resources, al l the while profiting off capit-
al ist trends which are often seen as exacerbating
cl imate change. Crockford used her talk to con-
sider the focus of some tech bil l ionaires on forms
of immortal ity such as transhumanism or biological
l ife, in the context of cl imate apartheid, where the
poor suffer and die from extreme weather events
and food scarcity while the rich use technology to
extend their l ives forever.

The day ended with a panel discussion of the
speakers taking questions from the audience. This,
as always in an I NFORM seminar, was one of the
most interesting parts of the day as the perspect-
ives of many different people interact and engage
publ icly. Much of the discussion on this day fo-
cused on the ethics of technological l ife extension,
to which most of those coming from a faith per-
spective voiced remarkably similar and serious ob-
jections. However, interesting questions were also
raised about how the possibly of immortal ity
relates to Platonic distinction between material ist-
ic and essential ist understandings of what it
means to be human—and that these are issues for
which many, both with faith and without, struggle
to come to definite conclusions.

Abineash Barathan,
King’s Col lege London

Sarah H
I nform, based at King’s Col lege London.

‘PLACE, SPACE AND RELIGIOUS IDENTITY’, 17-
18 FEBRUARY 2020, THE INSTITUTE FOR RELI-
GION AND CRITICAL INQUIRY, AUSTRALIAN
CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY, MELBOURNE.

The two-day conference ‘Place, Space and Rel i-
gious I dentity’ was organised by Dr Sarah Park-
house, a research fel low at ACU’s I nstitute for
Rel igion and Critical I nquiry. I t was original ly
scheduled for 29-30 October 2019. Given that
Covid-19 appeared in Austral ia in late January
and the borders were closed to non-residents on
20 March 2020, I am fortunate to have very pos-
itive memories of ‘Place, Space’, the only aca-
demic conference I ’ve attended in person this
year. The conference began at 9 AM on Monday
17 February with acknowledgement of the tradi-
tional I ndigenous owners of the land on which
ACU stands, and a welcome by Sarah Parkhouse.
There was one keynote address on Monday, Pro-
fessor Len Col lard (School of I ndigenous Stud-
ies, University of Western Austral ia) on “Nyungar
Placenames: Looking out from Kaart
Geenunginyup Bo,” which was a lesson in I ndi-
genous environment and identity formation, as
wel l as a wealth of information regarding Nyun-
gar/ Noongar culture. Al l other speakers were
given 45 minutes to present and take questions.

With no paral lel sessions, every participant had
the opportunity to l isten and discuss, and to
think careful ly about connections between top-
ics that appeared to be entirely unrelated.
Monday’s papers included: Victor Counted (Uni-
versity of Western Sydney), who presented on
“The Psychology of Rel igion and Place: Theories,
Research and Practice”; Kiran Shinde (La Trobe
University), who spoke on “The Production of
Sacred Places: Views From Historical Geo-
graphy”; Georgia Curran (University of Sydney),
who addressed the topic of “Place-Based I den-
tity and Shifting Performance Spaces for Warl-
biri Songs”; and Jenny Spinks (University of
Melbourne) who discussed “Locating the Devil :
Sixteenth Century European Missionaries and
the ‘Global ’ Supernatural”. At 4 PM that after-
noon there was a tour of the award-winning Mary
MacKil lop Chapel (dedicated to the first Austral i-
an saint, Saint Mary of the Cross, canonised by
Pope Benedict XVI on 17 October 2010). After
viewing this architectural ly beautiful structure,
dinner was held at Ladro’s, a local restaurant.



Tuesday’s presentations covered a similarly
broad range of topics, geographical areas, and
historical periods. The ancient world was ad-
dressed by: Greta Hawes (Austral ian National
University) in “Stepping Foot in Arcadia: The Lim-
its of the Secular in Greek Antiquity”; Tamara
Lewit (University of Melbourne) in “Rural Com-
munities, Churches and Community Resil ience in
the Late Antique Levant: An Archaeological
Viewpoint”; and a video-conference paper by
Maxine Lewis (University of Auckland) on “Where
Space and Gender Meet: Feminist Theories of
Place in Roman Studies”. Peter Howard’s (Aus-
tral ian Cathol ic University) “The Eye in Motion
and Spatial ity in the Sistine Chapel” was espe-
cial ly interesting as it revealed a long-term re-
search project with access to the Vatican the
l ike of which I —for one—had never encountered
before. Modern case studies were the focus of
the afternoon papers: Carole M. Cusack’s (Uni-
versity of Sydney) “I nvented, Temporary and
Playful : European Prehistoric Sacred Spaces and
Places in the New World”; Natal ie Swann’s (Uni-
versity of Melbourne) “Faith in Suburbia: Christi-
an Migrants Re-Creating Home in Suburban
Melbourne”; and Rebekah Pryor’s (University of
Melbourne) “Dear Mr Butterfield: Letters to Ar-
chitects and Other Artistic I nterventions in Rel i-
gious Space”. The conference closed at 4.30.

Sarah Parkhouse kept in touch with participants
after the event and circulated Len Col lard’s key-
note text. Kiran Shinde shared the publ ication of
his new book (edited with Daniel H. Olsen
[Brigham Young University]), Religious Tourism
and the Environment (2020). These post-con-
ference communications were appreciated dur-
ing the coronavirus lockdown and reinforced how
privi leged we were to have had this interdiscip-
l inary and focused conversation about space
and place and how they effect/affect rel igious
identities and experiences.

Carole M. Cusack
University of Sydney

ALT-AC | THE CONFERENCE AT THE END OF THE
WORLD. 14 JULY, 2020.

When the Conference at the End of the World
was first announced, we were stil l in “the Before
Times”, when we stil l thought that we’d be trav-
el l ing to Milton Keynes for the BASR and some of
us were to fly to the other end of the world for
the I AHR in New Zealand. Yet there were stil l
good reasons for conferences to start moving
onl ine, even then—time, money, inclusion and
the environment—and the inaugural Alt-Ac con-
ference was pioneering something we knew
would have to happen sooner or later. Then COV-
I D hit, and there was no doubt that it would be
sooner. The CatEotW started to look very pres-
cient indeed. Even the title seemed apropos.

Alt-Ac is a new network which is “a counterpoint
to the current state of academia, and support
for those academics suffering under it” (ht-
tps://www.alt-ac.uk/). Alt-Ac, short for ‘alternat-
ive academia’ refers to “alternatives to
traditional research, alternative ways of pursuing
research, and alternative spaces in which re-
search occurs”, including making new avenues
for academic research to reach the publ ic and
education. I t was founded by three BASR mem-
bers (Theo Wildcroft, Vivian Asimos and Aled
Thomas) and while it was not an RS-specific
conference, there were a large number of the pa-
pers on the topic of rel igion. Other recurring top-
ics were inclusion/exclusion, identity, and
deconstruction of different dominant
paradigms. Not al l of the participants were ECRs
or independent scholars, though most were.

Despite the innovative presentation, the format
was the famil iar paral lel panels with four papers,
though roundtables replaced traditional key-
notes (schedule is here: https://www.alt-
ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/The-Con-
ference-at-the-End-of-the-World-1.pdf). As
there were four paral lel panels in each session, I
got only a narrow sl ice of the proceedings. I n the
first session, I attended the panel on “Protesting
Establ ished Knowledge and Understandings” to
support my col leagues Paul-François Tremlett
(“Rel igion, the Rhizome and the Body-Without-
Organs”) and Chris Cotter (“Critical Non-Rel igion:
A Discursive Approach”), though unsurprisingly I
also enjoyed Andrew Woods’ paper on “the



Beatles and Brainwashing”. After lunch, I atten-
ded the session “Authenticity, Authority and
Questioning the Dominant” in order to hear
Christopher Wells paper on “James Joyce's Chal-
lenge to the 'Compulsory Monosexual ity' of
Sexual Science, 1900-1930”, though Aled
Thomas and Theo Wildcroft both gave excel lent
papers, as always. Other panels during that par-
al lel session included “Appl ied I nterdiscipl inar-
ity”, “Borders, Pol icing Migration”, and “Reform
and I nstitutions of Care”.

The third and final session included panels on
“Unheard or Silenced Narratives”, “Arts and Hu-
manities as Social Care”, “Preaching (in) the Mil-
lennium” and “Racial and Ethnic I dentities”, which
I attended to hear BASR col leagues Angela Puca
and Liam Sutherland. The program closed with a
second roundtable, which I was unable to at-
tend—but happily, the participants have contrib-
uted to a piece developing the questions and
themes of the conference, which wil l be pub-
l ished in Alt-Ac’s forthcoming journal , Rogue.

I t was inspiring to see how much energy and in-
novation there is among today’s ECRs, as wel l as
frustrating that there are so few employment
opportunities. The innovation didn’t extend to
the format of the conference, which repl icated
the traditional (and to my mind, rather stale)
format of academic conferences, but in digital
form. This raised the question for me of what
kind of “alternative” was being offered here—if
it is for those who reject (and feel rejected by)
academia as it currently exists, then why not
drop the accoutrement of paral lel panels,
twenty-minutes-and-questions papers and
journals to create something new? I f the pur-
pose is to support ECRs to survive the ever-
widening wasteland between graduation and job,
however, or indeed to reform academia, then
thought wil l need to be given to how Alt-Ac can
work with traditional institutions to create new
opportunities. Maybe it’s both, and this is just a
first step—after al l , if it was easy to create new
academic practices, maybe more of us would
have done so already. That said, if Alt-Ac can m
al l the unpaid and invisible labour that ECRs are
already doing for our institutions, they wil l have
made their point wel l .

David G. Robertson
The Open University



ANDREW DOLE. REFRAMING THE MASTERS OF
SUSPICION: MARX, NIETZSCHE AND FREUD.
BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC, 2019.

Andrew Dole’s analysis of the works of Karl
Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche and Sigmund Freud re-
l ies on Paul Ricoeur’s classification of the three
Western thinkers as ‘masters of suspicion’,
which is a methodology and mode of explanation
Dole sees as influential in many parts of aca-
demia, including Rel igious Studies, and can be
encountered in the works of Frantz Fanon,
Michel Foucault and Edward Said. Dole’s overal l
gist is not as much a focus on the three authors
themselves, but more towards disti l l ing a theory
of suspicious explanation that can be found in
academia, conspiracy theories, rel igion and
pol itics by analysing the fundamental intel lectu-
al operations in the works of the three authors.

To do so, Dole has recourse to the distinction
between Geisteswissenschaften and Naturwis-
senschaften, and the concomitant juxtaposition
of interpretation and explanation, in his analysis
of ‘suspicion’ (Chapter 1, p. 11). He argues,
against Ricoeur, that the methodology of suspi-
cion as championed by Marx, Nietzsche and
Freud is an ‘explanation’, and presupposes the
existence of ‘reasons’ (such as Freud’s uncon-
scious agents) as real causes for effects in real-
ity, or what Dole cal ls ‘large-scale social
phenomena’, such as moral ity, rel igion and socio-
economic inequal ity. He thus cuts through the
distinction between the natural and social sci-
ences, and makes the three authors susceptible
to starker criticism.

By suspicious causes, Dole means those that
are seen as both ‘hidden’ and imbued by ‘bad-

ness’, thus necessitating a negative ‘ethical
charge’. The three authors thus claim to have
access to a special type of knowledge ignored
by most that explain real phenomena and they
equal ly hope to redeem a bad state of affairs by
accessing that knowledge. There are some
strong similarities in Dole’s to the concept of
Gnosis as developed by the American pol itical
scientist Eric Voegel in, which equal ly deals with
hidden causes and a special type of knowledge
to redeem a ‘bad’ situation.

To assess these explanations, Dole employs
both the works of the 18th century statistician
Thomas Bayes (Dole gets the century wrong)
and Peter Lipton, focusing on the plausibi l ity and
the explanatory power of these explanations.
Whilst the theories of the three writers are
‘lovely’, and have huge appeal , they regularly lack
‘plausibi l ity’ and each of the three authors has
developed strategies to defend itself from
charges of implausibi l ity, such as Marx’ idea of
‘false consciousness’ or Freud’s portrayal of
every attempt of a criticism of his theories as a
proof of them motivated by unconscious
motives.

I n the case of Marx (chapter 3), he identifies
three main strands, namely ‘vulgar Marxism’,
‘historical material ism’ and ‘vulgar-Hegel ian
Marxism’ that al l share common features and at
times overlap. Vulgar Marxism impl ies the greed
and lust of individual actors that conspire to
create and maintain social inequal ity, whereas
historical material ism looks towards the hidden
economic relations of production that cause in-
equal ity, and furthermore rel igion, pol itics and
ideology. Lastly, vulgar-Hegel ian Marxism refers
to a vast transhuman agent, such as ‘capital ’,

reviews



that explains both the inequal ity and the actions
of individuals. His analysis of Marx is at times
superficial , and regrettably seen too strongly
through the prism of the ‘analytical Marxism’
grounded in Anglo-Saxon philosophical tradi-
tions. Nonetheless, it offers some interesting in-
sights into the explanatory models in Marx’
multifaceted works.

As for Nietzsche (Chapter 3), Dole’s focus is
solely on the ‘Genea-
logy of Morals’ in
which Nietzsche at-
tempts to portray the
hidden reasons for the
existence of our moral
values through the
genealogical method
of referring to certain
events in human his-
tory that brought
these values about.
The first of these is
the ‘slave moral ity’
which conquers the
aristocratic and chiv-
alric warriors that only
know of ‘good and bad’
through ressentiment,
the introduction of the
distinction between
‘good and evil ’ and the
concept of guilt.
Secondly, he dis-
cusses how the
concept of guilt has
become internal ised
due to their not being
an exterior outlet for
healthy and instinctu-
al expressions of viol-
ence. Thirdly, he discusses the ‘ascetic ideal ’ as
a coping mechanism for a weakened and decad-
ent l ife. Dole points out that Nietszche genealo-
gical method is not systematic and rarely
provides plausible explanations, but it nonethe-
less refers to hidden factors as causes for cur-
rent ‘bad’ states of affairs.

I n the case of Freud (chapter 4), he assesses
more general ly Freud’s work on the individual
psychopathologies including the various com-

plexes and relations between factors that de-
termine the human psyche. Furthermore, Dole
discusses the transposition of these factors
onto the col lective human psyche through ‘so-
cial extension’, such as in Totem and Taboo and
Moses and Monotheism, in which they become
col lectivised and explain the existence of rel i-
gion, for instance. The most interesting part is
Dole’s discussion of the recursive ad hominem
defence, which impl ies that every criticism of

Freud’s theory is mo-
tivated by a psycho-
pathological factor
that would prove his
theory again, thus
rendering it unfalsifi-
able even if implaus-
ible.

Essential ly, Dole ap-
pl ies a hermeneutics
of suspicion to the
masters of suspicion,
and tries to dissect
common features
that they share with
conspiracy theories
(without accusing
them of being con-
spiracy theorists, but
only of being conspir-
ational at times). His
comparison with con-
spiracy theories is
rather compel l ing, and
the dissecting of con-
spirational elements
in the three authors,
such as Nietzsche’s
antisemitism in his
description of the

Jewish revolt borne out of ressentiment against
the Roman spirit, gives additional weight to the
idea.

One of Dole’s appeals is the inclusion of philo-
sophical valuation in his assessment of this her-
meneutical tradition, and it makes for
interesting reading of the three authors by as-
sessing why their theories are so appeal ing,
without necessari ly passing judgment on their
truthfulness. While the treatment of rel igion is



rather peripheral in the book, and mostly occurs
when discussing the treatment of rel igion in
Marx, Nietzsche and Freud (along other large-
scale social phenomena), there are some useful
insights in Dole’s conclusion. Fol lowing Pascal
Boyer (Chapter 5, p.194), he identifies suspi-
cious explanations, such as those of rel igion, as
being cognitively appeal ing and ‘ensnaring’, and
thus having a high chance of being transmitted
social ly. The book is a useful overview for any-
one working on the
cognitive science of
rel igion, conspiracy
theories and critical
theory. Whilst it does
not offer any particu-
larly or ‘revolutionary’
insights, it offers a
good overview and
toolbox for scholars
to help identify ‘sus-
picious explanations’
by being cognisant of
how widespread they
are and how the gen-
eral mechanisms be-
hind them operate,
and by being aware
that a theory being
appeal ing does not
necessari ly make it
plausible.

Yannick Lambert,
Journal ist, formerly

University of Edin-
burgh and University

of Oxford

JONATHAN MILES-WATSON AND VIVIAN ASI-
MOS (EDS.). BLOOMSBURY READER IN THE
STUDY OF MYTH. BLOOMSBURY, 2019.

A Reader is a form of text with a specific pur-
pose in mind, and it is important to consider
them in that context. A good Reader should
provide a comprehensive guide to the subfield it
covers, and provide a thorough introduction to
the subject for the unfamil iar reader, whether

that be an academic on an interdiscipl inary ad-
venture, or an undergraduate just starting out in
the subject. A Reader has therefore both a ped-
agogical and introductory purpose, and the se-
lections it includes need to be not only
comprehensively chosen, but also situate those
inclusions within the development of ideas.

The new Bloomsbury Reader in the Study of
Myth manages these tasks wel l , with careful

choices, editing, or-
dering and editorial-
ising. I t begins with
definitions. The
study of myth as a
scholarly field is loc-
ated via contribu-
tions from C. Scott
Littleton, Dan Ben-
Amos and Bronislaw
Malinowski. This is
fol lowed by a sec-
tion that introduces
the most prominent
attempts at global
theories of myth-
making, via extracts
from the works of
James Fraser, Otto
Rank and Joseph
Campbel l . Each of
these is introduced
with reference not
just to its import-
ance, but also key
debates in the de-
velopment of the
field, in this case the
problems that result
from producing
global ised theories

from a narrowly situated academic context.

The next two sections are on myth and dreams,
and myth and history, respectively. I n moving
away from grand unified theories of myth, these
sections can include a wider diversity of per-
spectives, even in just a few chapters. I n the
section on Myth and Dreams, ‘modern’ myths
are considered first with an extract from Carl
Jung. Next is a psychoanalytic analysis of vam-
pires by Alan Dundes, and final ly Amba J. Sepie



provides the first indigenous and non-‘Western’
perspective on myth, translating traditional eco-
logical worldviews into an academic context in
order to provoke a deeper consideration of anim-
al and human natures as explored through myth-
making.

The Myth and History section brings together
the wel l-known scholars Mircea El iade and Max
Mul ler, together with a more unusual piece by
Nicholas J. Al len. The framing text here recog-
nises the troubl ing contributions of some myth-
ology scholars to Aryan ideology, and provides
the latter extract as an example of how to ex-
plore I ndo-European mythological connections
without sl iding into support for such essential-
ist and extreme pol itical ideologies. I n just three
extracts, then, the book both acknowledges and
begins to frame a more critical and pol itical ly
aware relationship between the study of myth
and far-right mythologisation.

Subsequent sections are concerned with differ-
ent perspectives on the role that myths play in
society. They begin with extracts introducing
structural ist approaches from Claude Levi-
Strauss, Edmund Leach and Manuel Aguirre.
These are logical ly fol lowed by critiques of and
responses to structural ism, including neostruc-
tural ist perspectives that complicate the binar-
ies set up by the former. Seth Kunin, Stephen
Hugh-Jones and Mary Douglas are al l sensibly in-
cluded here.

But perhaps more interesting is the fol lowing
section on spatial theories of myth. Extracts
from Frances Harwood, Jonathan Miles-Watson
himself (one of the co-authors) and Miriam Khan
mark the transition from perspectives that seek
to decode myth, to perspectives that seek to
understand myth in context. The relationship of
emplaced myth to sacred space within a global-
ised and post-colonial world is particularly
clearly and insightful ly made.

The final sections of the book—one on myth and
popular culture and the other on the future of
myth—bring the col lection neatly into a contem-
porary and then speculative setting. Extracts
from I ka Wil l is, Lauren Dundes et al , Mari lyn and
Thomas Sutton, and Robert Segal consider sub-
ject matter such as Disney’s Frozen, science fic-

tion, and fan fiction. I t is in this section perhaps
that the book finds the space to be much more
interesting to the more establ ished scholar, es-
pecial ly one who already has a thorough under-
standing of the more canonical theorists
included earl ier.

I n fact, while one could always wish for more
contemporary and alternative perspectives,
more marginal ised and particularly indigenous
voices, and perhaps even more critical analysis,
in any book on myth, a Reader, as I said at the
start of this review, is a specific text for a spe-
cific purpose, and this one does a very good job
of balancing the classics with less wel l-known
writers. I would in addition be very interested to
read a text by the same authors that is not con-
fined by such constraints.

Theo Wildcroft
alt-ac/SOAS

GRAHAM HARVEY (ED). INDIGENIZING MOVE-
MENTS IN EUROPE. EQUINOX, 2020.

This book is a col lection of essays from various
authors al l concerned with what might reason-
ably be cal led new rel igious movements, many of
which are ‘pagan’ in nature, although some, such
as the Lithuanian Anastasians of chapter 8 and
the ‘Powwow’ culture of chapter 6 are less obvi-
ously within this category.

As Harvey explains in the introduction, the main
concern of the book is a comparison between
what might be regarded as ‘new’ rel igious move-
ments and ‘I ndigenous’ rel igions. I n itself, this
might be a project doomed to failure, since the
differences between the two are al l too appar-
ent, and, as Tafjord comments in the concluding
chapter, the comparison could easily be con-
strued as disrespectful of I ndigenous rel igions
and the difficulties they have traditional ly faced.
However, the book takes as its starting point
Paul C. Johnson’s Migrating Bodies, Circulating
Signs: Brazilian Candomblé, the Garifuna of the
Caribbean, and the Category of Indigenous Re-
ligions (2002). I n this Johnson argues that rel i-
gions display, in greater or lesser proportions,
both ‘indigenising’ and ‘extending’ tendencies.



I ndigenising is the emphasising of local and an-
cestral tradition, including the adaptation of
ideas and practices from outside to fit with a
local model . Extending, by contrast, is the
presentation of local ideas as having universal or
global significance and usefulness. The essays
in this book discuss the extent to which these
two tendencies are present from the perspect-
ive of a number of contemporary movements in
Europe. As Harvey explains (p1) ‘… the relevant
comparison hinges on
the question of wheth-
er European move-
ments which are not
I ndigenous in a particu-
lar sense do, nonethe-
less, indigenize in ways
that might be compar-
able with practices of
I ndigenous peoples.’
Harvey identifies three
ways in which the
movements discussed
in the book could be
said to ‘indigenize’.
Firstly, by claiming con-
tinuity of bel ief or prac-
tice with an ancient
pre-Christian past in
the local ity in which
they operate; secondly,
by learning, or being in-
fluenced directly or in-
directly by
Non-European I ndigen-
ous peoples and thirdly
by emphasising con-
nection to a particular
local ity such as a sac-
red landscape. These
forms of indigenising
are discussed over the course of seven case
studies: I rish Paganism (Jenny Butler), British an-
imist spiritual ity in the form of Bear Feasts (Gra-
ham Harvey), Goddess devotion in Glastonbury
(Amy Whitehead), Druidry (Suzanne Owen),
European Powwow enthusiasts (Christina
Welch), I tal ian shamanism (Angela Puca) and
Lithuanian Anastasians (Rasa Pranskeviciute).

Each of the case studies presents an outl ine of
the tradition under discussion for those that are

unfamil iar with it, together with a discussion of
the ways in which the idea of indigenizing can be
appl ied within that tradition. Of particular in-
terest to me is Suzanne Owen’s discussion of
Druidry and indigeneity in chapter 5. Druidry is an
interesting case in that it has at least an ima-
gined connection to an I ron Age rel igious group
that seem to have been supressed by invading
Romans. This leads to a fascinating debate with-
in different Druid traditions of the degree to

which it can be seen
to have been, and ar-
guably to be, indigen-
ous. Certainly, al l of
Harvey’s three forms
of indigenising activity
are to be found within
British Druidry, and
Owen navigates the
complex narrative and
discussion within
modern Druidry in a
way that is both enga-
ging and enl ightening,
concluding that it is
the uncertainty of
modern l ife, and the
constant need to
move for work and
education that has led
to a craving for con-
nection to place, and
so for the need to in-
digenize.

The concluding
chapter of the book is
a powerful and chal-
lenging response to
the largely positive
conclusions of the

chapters that precede it from Bjørn Ola Tafjord.
He suggests that the discussions in the book
could only have taken place within the context
of Western scholarship, and would have been
deemed offensive, or at least amusing if presen-
ted in a context where I ndigenous people such
as the Sami or Native Americans could have en-
gaged with them. He further argues that the
movements described in the book indulge in
what he cal ls romantic or ‘imagined indigenous-
ness’ (p143). He does not, however, engage with



the distinction which the book draws between
‘indigenous’ and ‘indigenizing,’ which would have
been a very useful arena in which to address the
notion of ‘imagined’ or ‘romantic’ indigeneity.

This book successful ly demonstrates that com-
parisons such as it makes between new and indi-
genous forms of rel igiosity are a helpful model
for increasing the understanding of both. I t wil l
be a useful addition to the l ibrary of anyone in-
terested in I ndigenous
rel igion, new rel igious
movements, Pagan
Studies or the category
of rel igion general ly.

Jennifer Uzzel l
Durham University

GALADARI, ABDULLA.
QUR’ANIC HERMEN-
EUTICS: BETWEEN SCI-
ENCE, HISTORY, AND
THE BIBLE. LONDON:
BLOOMSBURY ACA-
DEMIC, 2018.

I n a relatively short but
thoroughly cited book,
also available as an
open access title, Ab-
dul la Galadari enters a
field of heavy debate
with his central claim:
Muhammad wrote the
Qur’an, and it is on ac-
count of his particularly sophisticated “creative
genius” and understanding of the Bible and other
works that he was able to develop the highly
sophisticated l inguistical forms present in the
Qur’an. Galadari argues for an investigation into
the authorial intent of Muhammad through evid-
ence in the Qur’an, and commits to an investiga-
tion through neurotheology, neuropsychology,
and intertextual polysemy. He engages with the
research of major figures in I slamic reform such
as Nasr Abu Zayd (d. 2010) and Abdolkarim Sor-
oush, but in the author’s stated positivistic mis-
sion, he searches for truth alongside the reader

without making a convincing conclusion regard-
ing the authorship and genius of the Qur’anic
text.

This book contains 9 chapters, including the
conclusion; it also features an index of Qur’anic
verses and passages cited. The chapters vary
widely in length and organizational method. The
first chapter, “The Science Behind Revelation,”
sets out the author’s interest in hermeneutical

methods of investig-
ating the Qur’an
through intertextual
polysemy. I t is in this
first chapter that his
engagement with the
thesis of the sci-
entific rationale for
Muhammad’s creat-
ive genius is most
thoroughly investig-
ated, while other
chapters have incis-
ive perspectives on
polysemy within the
Qur’an and comparat-
ive approaches to the
Bibl ical texts. At
times he references
authors and redact-
ors of the Qur’an in
the plural ; in other in-
stances, the agency
is on the Qur’an as
author (the Qur’an in-
tends… ), and final ly,
a singular Muhammad
as the author of the
Qur’an. Galadari ar-

gues that these authors appl ied a highly soph-
isticated interweaving of intertextual ities
including Bibl ical references, and that this intent
was drowned out by later Qur’anic interpreters
who intended to read the development of I slam
as an exclusive rel igion with l ittle intentional ex-
change between the Bible and the Qur’an. The
author emphasizes the primacy of a l inguistic
study that looks at symbology in Arabic as the
primary source for understanding the Qur’an
over circumstances of revelation that have more
recently informed contextual understandings of
the Qur’an, even as their claims to authenticity



are debated (19). Chapters 4 through 7 of the
book are primari ly organized around comparisons
through intertextual polysemy between the
Qur’an and the Bible. Here he outl ines how the
Qur’an uses Bibl ical meanings and il lusions to of-
fer a better perspective on how a comparative
study between “Christian and Musl im scrip-
tures” could best be undertaken (103).

The book should be lauded for its explanation of
some detailed fields in Qur’anic hermeneutics.
Galadari , in Chapter 2, brings up Mu tazila and
Ash ariyya theological concerns as wel l as im-
portant discussions concerning the root-based
morphology of the Arabic language. Regarding
polysemy, Galadari is right to note the helpful-
ness of consulting other scriptures for use in
Qur’anic exegesis, even as he notes some “con-
fessional” audiences may balk at such a move
(62). Qur’anic Hermeneutics also features rep-
resentation of Shi a theological points, and es-
pecial ly esoteric approaches, concerning issues
such as divinity, intercession, and the possibi l it-
ies of those ideas as al luded to or explained in
the Qur’an. Such diverse representations of
scholarly inquiry are welcome in rel igious studies
and I slamic studies that has often promoted
Sunni interpretations as standard.

The author’s reluctant conclusions, issues of
agency in the text, organizational design, and
citational practices at times detract from the ef-
fectiveness of the book. On conclusions,
throughout the book Galadari makes state-
ments such as “I am only providing observations.
Ultimately, you wil l need to decide yourself what
to conclude from it. We are in search of the
truth. I simply happened to stumble upon obser-
vations that may provide us with some in-
sights…” (151). This language appears
consistently throughout the book and undercuts
the author’s provocative thesis concerning au-
thorship of the Qur’an. As mentioned above, the
agency Galadari assigns to Muhammad or the
Qur’an as author of the Qur’an varies throughout
the book. Sometimes he ascribes agency to
Muhammad, such as, “I am assuming that
Muhammad is the author, and that the Qur’an is
formulated in Muhammad’s mind” (50). Other
times, the Qur’an is an active agent, such as
when he discusses the relationship between the
Gospel of John and the Qur’an; “The Qur’an [… ]

is attempting to interpret John’s Gospel” (83).
Such agency must be consistent and careful ly
marked when posited as a central concern in the
book.

Organizational ly, the chapters vary greatly in
length; Chapter 3 is but five pages and has no
conclusion, other chapters have inconsistent
headings, subsections, or conclusions. For ex-
ample, Chapter 7 begins with one long section
marked with organized subheadings and a sec-
tion conclusion, fol lowed by another long section
titled “The Water of Life, the Logos, and the
Messiah”, with no other subheadings. Abruptly,
the chapter ends with no conclusion to the
chapter or summary of what we just read. Final ly,
given current discussions in academia regarding
citational pol itics, this book suffers from an ex-
treme lack of women’s scholarly voices. Occa-
sional ly women’s works are cited in the book, but
I found only one substantial , in-text engagement
with a woman scholar, that of Jane I . Smith. The
prevalence of discussions over representation
and citational practices make this an important
issue to highl ight.

Debating the authorship of the Qur’an and
whether or not Muhammad had a role in the
making of the text, as Soroush, Abu Zayd, and
many others have debated, is a vital l ine of
scholarly inquiry. Was Muhammad simply a ves-
sel for transmission of the verbatim word of God,
a co-creator of the text, or as Galadari has
presented, a creative genius of sorts who could
have only made the Qur’an such a sophisticated
book with his high level of knowledge of the Bible
and other neurological traits? Yet, the book’s
lack of consistent organizational structure,
matched with a promising neurotheological
thesis that is often left unfi l led throughout
chapters concerning inquiry over polysemy
between the Qur’an and the Bible leave this book
less than fulfi l l ing when examined in conversa-
tion with such robust scholarly and theological
debates. As noted in this review, there are some
moments of excel lent information, but the in-
formation would be better arranged as a number
of journal articles rather than a cohesive book
promoting an argument “between science, his-
tory, and the Bible.”
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