
EASR 2019 Final Program 

 
This is the EASR 2019 schedule as it actually took place (minus a few presentations whose 

authors did not inform us of their cancellations) during the conference. This file has simply 

been exported from EASR 2019 ConfTool. It has not been layout edited in any significant way 

(so do not be surprised in case there are typos and layout inconsistencies here). 

 

 

Date: Tuesday, 25/Jun/2019 

9:00am - 2:00pm EASR Executive Committee Meeting 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 

Hall 

12:00pm - 2:30pm Registration / Welcome Coffee 

Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18)    

2:30pm - 3:30pm Opening Event 
Session Chair: Ülo Valk 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 
Assembly Hall 

3:30pm - 4:45pm Keynote 1: Michael Stausberg – Endangered Religions 
Session Chair: Ülo Valk 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 
Assembly Hall 

4:45pm - 5:15pm Coffee Break 

   

5:15pm - 6:45pm S001A: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised Religions: 
Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters I 
Session Chair: Lidia Julianna Guzy 
Session Chair: Ülo Valk 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 212 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S003A: Gender Strategies and Disciplinary Practices in Russian Christianities I 
Session Chair: Igor Mikeshin 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 109 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S004A: From Broken Things to Moving Sanctuaries: Written, Material and Spatial 
Disruptions in Ancient Greek Religion I 
Session Chair: Jenny Elisabeth Wallensten 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 129 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S011: Dissolving Disruptions: Establishing Connections between Hindu Temples, 
Civil Society and Policy-Makers in Europe 
Session Chair: Martin Baumann 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 

Hall 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S029A: Network Analysis, Computational Modelling and Simulation in the Study of 
Religions I 
Session Chair: David Zbíral 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 107 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S033A: Wahhabi Oriented Islam between Religious and Liberal Values I 
Session Chair: Susanne Olsson 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 307 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S047A: The Blend of Tantra: Continuity and Discontinuity within South Asian 
Mainstream Religions I 
Session Chair: Paolo E. Rosati 
Session Chair: Chiara Livio 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 106 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S049: Appropriation of Holy "Energy" from Material Shrines in Christian Traditions: 
From the Middle Ages to Modernity 
Session Chair: Dmitriy Igorevitch Antonov 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 130 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S051A: State Handling of Religion and Political Discourses on Religion in Russia 
and Scandinavia: Continuity and Change I 
Session Chair: Tim Jensen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 110 

5:15pm - 6:45pm 



Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 228 

S052: Many Faces of Contemporary Atheism in Central and Eastern Europe: From 
State-Atheism to Apatheism and Protest 
Session Chair: David Václavík 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S064A: Inertia versus Friction: Choice of Location and Construction of Space in 
Religious Practices and Beliefs I 
Session Chair: Soi Agelidis 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 306 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S071A: Continuation and Disruption in Psychiatry and Religion I 
Session Chair: Richard Saville-Smith 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 114 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S076: Continuities and Disruptions in Ritual Practices 
Session Chair: William Reinder Arfman 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 217 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S078: Women, Judaism and Literature 
Session Chair: Siiri Lepasaar 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 224 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S082A: New Approaches in the Study of Religious Evolution I 
Session Chair: Volkhard Krech 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 438 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S085A: Sacred Objects in Academic Space: Researchers, Collections and 
Exhibitions I 
Session Chair: Aleksandra Belova 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 230 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S097: Continuations and Disruptions in Modern Paganism 
Session Chair: Reet Hiiemäe 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 227 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S099: Continuations and Disruptions in the History of Near East Religions 
Session Chair: Imar Y. Koutchoukali 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 230 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S102: Continuations and Disruptions in Religiosity and Secularity in Contemporary 
Europe 
Session Chair: Kristel Kivari 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 128 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S105: Comparative Studies in the History of Japanese Religions 
Session Chair: Takaharu Oda 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 336 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S109: Conceptual and Philosophical Perspectives on Chinese Religions 
Session Chair: Roomet Jakapi 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 428 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S119: Continuations and Disruptions in Contemporary Christian Churches 
Session Chair: Danila Rygovskiy 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 111 

5:15pm - 6:45pm S127: Historical and Contemporary Studies on Christianity and Conversion 
Session Chair: Mariecke van den Berg 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 214 

7:00pm - 10:00pm Welcoming Reception 

Dorpat Conference Centre at the Tasku Centre (Turu 2)    

Date: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019 

9:15am - 11:15am S001B: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised Religions: 
Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters II 
Session Chair: Reet Hiiemäe 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 212 

9:15am - 11:15am S003B: Gender Strategies and Disciplinary Practices in Russian Christianities II 
Session Chair: Igor Mikeshin 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 109 

9:15am - 11:15am S007: Saints in the Wild: Wild Spaces, Wild Beings and Religious Transformations 
in Late Antique Christian Ascetic Literature and Hagiography 
Session Chair: Laura Feldt 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 128 

9:15am - 11:15am S015A: Approaching the Study of Muslim Debates: Reasoning, Relationality, and 
Frameworks for Disagreement I 
Session Chair: Ricarda Stegmann 
Session Chair: Simon Stjernholm 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 228 



9:15am - 11:15am S026A: The Ideology of Religious Studies: Twenty Years Later I 
Session Chair: Teemu Taira 
Session Chair: Suzanne Owen Main Building 

(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 
Hall 

9:15am - 11:15am S027: Postglobal Religion 
Session Chair: Jørn Borup 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 232 

9:15am - 11:15am S029B: Network Analysis, Computational Modelling and Simulation in the Study of 
Religions II 
Session Chair: Aleš Chalupa 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 107 

9:15am - 11:15am S031A: Indigenous Religions and the Political Imagination I 
Session Chair: Arkotong Longkumer 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 214 

9:15am - 11:15am S033B: Wahhabi Oriented Islam between Religious and Liberal Values II 
Session Chair: Susanne Olsson 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 307 

9:15am - 11:15am S034A: Methodological Challenges in Studying Digital Religion I – Social Media 
Session Chair: Maren Freudenberg 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 129 

9:15am - 11:15am S040A: Humour, Narrative, Religion I 
Session Chair: Essi Eleonoora Mäkelä 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 130 

9:15am - 11:15am S044A: Reconfiguring Concepts and Methods for the Semiotic Understanding of 
Religious Change I: General Principles for Semiotics of Religion 
Session Chair: Jason Cronbach Van Boom 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 336 

9:15am - 11:15am S047B: The Blend of Tantra: Continuity and Discontinuity within South Asian 
Mainstream Religions II 
Session Chair: Paolo E. Rosati 
Session Chair: Fabio Armand 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 106 

9:15am - 11:15am S048B: The Regime of “Spirituality” and the Culture of Well-Being in Neoliberal 
Societies II 
Session Chair: Geraldine Mossiere 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 

Theatre 

9:15am - 11:15am S053: Classical Mythologies in Christian, Jewish and Islamic Sources 
Session Chair: Daniel Barbu 
Session Chair: Francesco Massa Philosophicum 

(Jakobi 2) - 110 

9:15am - 11:15am S056A: Controversial Issues in Religious Education (RE) and RE Research: 
Contexts and Representations 
Session Chair: Maria Chiara Giorda 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 227 

9:15am - 11:15am S057A: Muslims in Post-Communist Lands: Between Traditional and Global: 
Central and South-Eastern Europe I 
Session Chair: Galina M. Yemelianova 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 217 

9:15am - 11:15am S058A: Women’s Agency and Religious Networks I 
Session Chair: Asuman Lätzer-Lasar 
Session Chair: Sabine Neumann 
Session Chair: Julietta Alexandra Steinhauer-Hogg 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 224 

9:15am - 11:15am S064B: Inertia versus Friction: Choice of Location and Construction of Space in 
Religious Practices and Beliefs II 
Session Chair: Constanze Carolin Graml 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 306 

9:15am - 11:15am S081: Social Aspects of Miraculous Phenomena in the Modern World 
Session Chair: Maciej Krzywosz 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 230 

9:15am - 11:15am S083: Religious Hotspots 
Session Chair: Marianne Qvortrup Fibiger 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 104 

9:15am - 11:15am S084A: Religion and Sustainability I 
Session Chair: Heikki Paavali Pesonen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 428 

9:15am - 11:15am 



Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 230 

S085B: Sacred Objects in Academic Space: Researchers, Collections and 
Exhibitions II 
Session Chair: Marianna Shakhnovich 

9:15am - 11:15am S101: Studies on Non-Religiosity and Secularity in Contemporary Europe 
Session Chair: Atko Remmel 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 438 

9:15am - 11:15am S114: Comparative and Historical Issues in the History of Indian Religions 
Session Chair: Mart Tšernjuk 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 111 

9:15am - 11:15am S121: Ethnic and Political Aspects of Contemporary Religious Traditions 
Session Chair: Valentina Punzi 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 109 

9:15am - 11:15am S124: Contemporary Religious Trends in Europe 
Session Chair: Kristel Kivari 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 114 

11:15am - 11:45am Coffee Break 

   

11:45am - 1:00pm Keynote 2: Zvi Bekerman – Negotiating Historical Narratives and Identity in Conflict 
Ridden Societies: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives 
Session Chair: Olga Schihalejev 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 
Assembly Hall 

1:00pm - 2:30pm Lunch 

   

2:30pm - 4:00pm S001C: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised Religions: 
Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters III 
Session Chair: Gregory D. Alles 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 212 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S002A: Religion and Secret Police Archives 1 – Encounters with the Past 
Session Chair: James A. Kapalo 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 307 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S003C: Gender Strategies and Disciplinary Practices in Russian Christianities III 
Session Chair: Igor Mikeshin 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 109 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S004B: From Broken Things to Moving Sanctuaries: Written, Material and Spatial 
Disruptions in Ancient Greek Religion II 
Session Chair: Petra Pakkanen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 129 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S013: Religious Diversity in Turkey: Encounters and Interactions 
Session Chair: Helen Haas 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 104 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S015B: Approaching the Study of Muslim Debates: Reasoning, Relationality, and 
Frameworks for Disagreement II 
Session Chair: Paula Schrode 
Session Chair: Simon Stjernholm 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 228 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S016: The Pope: Continuity, Change and Contestation in Local and Global Spheres 
of Meaning 
Session Chair: Cecilie Endresen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 107 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S048C: The Regime of “Spirituality” and the Culture of Well-Being in Neoliberal 
Societies III 
Session Chair: Geraldine Mossiere 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 

Theatre 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S050B: Conflict and Coexistence – Christianity and Islam I 
Session Chair: Orsolya Varsányi 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 230 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S051B: State Handling of Religion and Political Discourses on Religion in Russia 
and Scandinavia: Continuity and Change II 
Session Chair: Tim Jensen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 110 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S058B: Women’s Agency and Religious Networks II 
Session Chair: Asuman Lätzer-Lasar 
Session Chair: Sabine Neumann 
Session Chair: Julietta Alexandra Steinhauer-Hogg 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 224 

2:30pm - 4:00pm 



Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 217 

S061: Continuity and Change in Shinto 
Session Chair: Alari Allik 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S062A: Religion as Oppression and Liberation I 
Session Chair: Kristina Garalytė 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 130 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S063A: More or Less (of) the Same? – Dis/continuities between Secularism and 
Post-Secularism I 
Session Chair: CJS Lombaard 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 306 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S071B: Continuation and Disruption in Psychiatry and Religion II 
Session Chair: Richard Saville-Smith 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 114 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S082B: New Approaches in the Study of Religious Evolution II 
Session Chair: Anders Klostergaard Petersen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 438 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S084B: Religion and Sustainability II 
Session Chair: Mikko Sakari Kurenlahti 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 428 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S085C: Sacred Objects in Academic Space: Researchers, Collections and 
Exhibitions III 
Session Chair: Ekaterina Terioukova 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 230 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S088: Archaeologies of Religion – Temporal and Epistemological Disjunctions 
Session Chair: Peter Kahlke Olesen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 106 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S091: Contemporary Issues in Religion and Literature 
Session Chair: Meelis Friedenthal 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 227 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S093: Christian Churches and Contemporary Media 
Session Chair: Anne Kull 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 336 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S100: Comparative Studies in Christian and Apocalyptic Traditions 
Session Chair: Jaan Lahe 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 232 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S106: Conceptual and Methodological Studies on Buddhism 
Session Chair: Margus Ott 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 214 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S111: Comparative Studies on Pilgrimage 
Session Chair: Marion Irene Bowman 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 

Hall 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S112: Continuations and Disruptions in Judaism 
Session Chair: Urmas Nõmmik 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 111 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S122: Comparative Perspectives on Public and Sacred Spaces 
Session Chair: Kikee D. Bhutia 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 128 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S125: Possibilities and Perspectives in the Study of Religion 
Session Chair: James Matthew White 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 109 

4:00pm - 4:30pm Coffee Break 

   

4:30pm - 5:45pm Keynote 3: David Thurfjell – On Secularity, Muslim Immigrants and the Post-
Lutheran Mindset 
Session Chair: Atko Remmel 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 
Assembly Hall 

5:45pm - 6:15pm Break 

   

6:15pm - 7:45pm 



Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 

Theatre 

Roundtable: How to Get Published? 
Session Chair: Suzanne Owen 

6:15pm - 7:45pm Women Scholars Network 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 

Hall 

Date: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019 

9:15am - 11:15am S001D: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised Religions: 
Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters IV 
Session Chair: Lidia Julianna Guzy 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 212 

9:15am - 11:15am S002B: Religion and Secret Police Archives 2 – Representations and 
Transformations of the Religious Underground 
Session Chair: James A. Kapalo 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 307 

9:15am - 11:15am S006: Material Representations of Belief: Objects and Wealth in Chinese Religious 
Traditions 
Session Chair: Alevtina Solovyova 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 114 

9:15am - 11:15am S019: Interreligious Encounters and Religious Change in Yugoslavia 
Session Chair: Aleksandra Djuric Milovanovic 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 107 

9:15am - 11:15am S021: Surveying the 1960s: Religious and Scientific Entanglements 
Session Chair: Andrea Rota 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 228 

9:15am - 11:15am S022: Sensing Religious Disjuncture across Generations in Contemporary Asian 
Communities 
Session Chair: Astrid Krabbe Trolle 
Session Chair: Paulina Karolina Kolata 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 227 

9:15am - 11:15am S026B: The Ideology of Religious Studies: Twenty Years Later II 
Session Chair: Suzanne Owen 
Session Chair: Teemu Taira Main Building 

(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 
Hall 

9:15am - 11:15am S031B: Indigenous Religions and the Political Imagination II 
Session Chair: Arkotong Longkumer 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 214 

9:15am - 11:15am S032: Science-and-Religion as a Field Guide to the Contemporary World of Facts 
and Fictions 
Session Chair: Anne Kull 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 230 

9:15am - 11:15am S034B: Methodological Challenges in Studying Digital Religion II – Websites and 
Apps 
Session Chair: Frederik Elwert 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 129 

9:15am - 11:15am S040B: Humour, Narrative, Religion II 
Session Chair: Vassilis Galanos 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 130 

9:15am - 11:15am S042A: New Religious Movements and the “No Religion” Affiliation Phenomenon: A 
Secular or Religious Disruption? – (Re)conceptualizing "Nones" and Religion 
Session Chair: Philippe Murillo 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 438 

9:15am - 11:15am S043A: Continuities, Disruptions, and Multiple Religious Identities in Late Antique 
Egypt (2nd–6th Centuries) I 
Session Chair: Andrea Annese 
Session Chair: Francesco Berno 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 110 

9:15am - 11:15am S044B: Reconfiguring Concepts and Methods for the Semiotic Understanding of 
Religious Change II: Applications of Semiotic Methodologies 
Session Chair: Naomi Janowitz 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 336 

9:15am - 11:15am S045A: Re-Unifying Europe: From the Establishment of the IAHR to the EASR I 
Session Chair: Valerio Severino 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 224 

9:15am - 11:15am S047C: The Blend of Tantra: Continuity and Discontinuity within South Asian 
Mainstream Religions III 
Session Chair: Paolo E. Rosati 
Session Chair: Robert Ryszard Czyżykowski 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 106 



9:15am - 11:15am S048D: The Regime of “Spirituality” and the Culture of Well-Being in Neoliberal 
Societies IV 
Session Chair: Geraldine Mossiere 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 

Theatre 

9:15am - 11:15am S057B: Muslims in Post-Communist Lands: Between Traditional and Global: 
Central and South-Eastern Europe II 
Session Chair: Egdunas Racius 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 217 

9:15am - 11:15am S059A: Alternative Religiosities in the Communist Regime and Post-Communist 
East-Central European Countries: Emerging Diversities within (Trans)Formations, 
Disruptions, Continuations I 
Session Chair: Rasa Pranskevičiūtė-Amoson 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 232 

9:15am - 11:15am S064C: Inertia versus Friction: Choice of Location and Construction of Space in 
Religious Practices and Beliefs III 
Session Chair: Fabio Guidetti 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 306 

9:15am - 11:15am S067A: History / Memory: The Struggle for Religious Identity in Contested Places I 
Session Chair: Maria Chiara Giorda 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 109 

9:15am - 11:15am S068: New Religiosities, Muslims and Islam 
Session Chair: Martin Riexinger 
Session Chair: Cecilie Endresen von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 

- 104 

9:15am - 11:15am S074A: Urban Religion and Religious Change. Intellectualization of Religion and 
Ritual Invention I 
Session Chair: Cristiana Facchini 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 111 

9:15am - 11:15am S084C: Religion and Sustainability III 
Session Chair: Mikko Sakari Kurenlahti 
Session Chair: Heikki Paavali Pesonen Philosophicum 

(Jakobi 2) - 428 

9:15am - 11:15am S087: Things and Materiality in New Age Spirituality 
Session Chair: Tenno Teidearu 
Session Chair: Atko Remmel Main Building 

(Ülikooli 18) - 128 

9:15am - 11:15am S108: Continuations and Disruptions in Religious Psychology 
Session Chair: Lluis Oviedo 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 230 

9:15am - 11:15am S117: Continuity and Change in Contemporary Orthodox Christianity 
Session Chair: Liina Eek 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 109 

11:15am - 11:45am Coffee Break 

   

11:45am - 1:00pm Keynote 4: Lotte Tarkka – Vernacular Mythic Imagination – Representing Emergent 
and Other Worlds in Finnic Oral Poetry 
Session Chair: Madis Arukask 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 
Assembly Hall 

1:00pm - 2:30pm Lunch 

   

2:30pm - 7:00pm Cultural Activities 

   

7:00pm - 9:00pm Conference Dinner 

Location: Gunpowder Cellar Restaurant    

9:00pm Disco 

Location: Genialistide Klubi (Magasini 5)    

Date: Friday, 28/Jun/2019 

9:15am - 11:15am S001E: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised Religions: 
Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters V 
Session Chair: Ülo Valk 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 212 

9:15am - 11:15am S008: Being Jewish in Finland: Continuations and Disruptions 
Session Chair: Ruth Illman 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 129 

9:15am - 11:15am 



Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 128 

S017A: Religion as a Site of Learning I 
Session Chair: Terhi Pepitia Utriainen 

9:15am - 11:15am S024A: Moving Beyond „Hinduism“ – but How? I 
Session Chair: Audrius Beinorius 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 228 

9:15am - 11:15am S028A: Communism and Its Collapse: Disruptions and Continuities in Russian 
Orthodox Christianity I 
Session Chair: Regina Elsner 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 230 

9:15am - 11:15am S039: Continuations and Disruptions of Pilgrimage in Northern Europe 
Session Chair: Dirk Johannsen 
Session Chair: Marion Irene Bowman von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 

- 109 

9:15am - 11:15am S040C: Humour, Narrative, Religion III 
Session Chair: Hanna Karoliina Lehtinen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 130 

9:15am - 11:15am S041: Forum: Religion, Gender and Sexuality in Popular/Populist Discourse – 
Transnational Perspectives 
Session Chair: Nella van den Brandt 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 

Hall 

9:15am - 11:15am S042B: New Religious Movements and the “No Religion” Affiliation Phenomenon: A 
Secular or Religious Disruption? – Discussing "Nones": Identification Process, 
Disruptions and Re-Enchantment? 
Session Chair: Massimo Introvigne 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 438 

9:15am - 11:15am S043B: Continuities, Disruptions, and Multiple Religious Identities in Late Antique 
Egypt (2nd–6th Centuries) II/A 
Session Chair: Francesco Berno 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 110 

9:15am - 11:15am S044C: Reconfiguring Concepts and Methods for the Semiotic Understanding of 
Religious Change III: Semiotic Processes of Religious Cognition 
Session Chair: Thomas-Andreas Põder 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 336 

9:15am - 11:15am S045B: Re-Unifying Europe: From the Establishment of the IAHR to the EASR II 
Session Chair: Valerio Severino 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 224 

9:15am - 11:15am S046: Rethinking Modernity, Change and Continuity in Japanese Buddhism in the 
Meiji period (1868–1912) 
Session Chair: Paride Stortini 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 230 

9:15am - 11:15am S054A: Continuations and Disruptions in Muslim Religious Leadership in Europe I 
Session Chair: Simon Stjernholm 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 307 

9:15am - 11:15am S055A: The Political Lives of Religion in Democracy I – Religious Political Cultures 
Session Chair: Markha Gabrielle Valenta 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 107 

9:15am - 11:15am S056B: Controversial Issues in Religious Education (RE) and RE Research: 
Contents of RE 
Session Chair: Wanda Alberts 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 227 

9:15am - 11:15am S057C: Muslims in Post-Communist Lands: Between Traditional and Global: Russia 
Session Chair: Katarzyna Górak-Sosnowska 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 217 

9:15am - 11:15am S060A: Discursive Study of Religion I 
Session Chair: Titus Hjelm 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 

Theatre 

9:15am - 11:15am S066A: Literature and Modern Western Esotericism: Continuities and Changes I 
Session Chair: Tiina Mahlamäki 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 214 

9:15am - 11:15am S073A: Texts as Agents of Religious Change – Interpreting Agency 
Session Chair: Eviatar Shulman 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 114 

9:15am - 11:15am S074B: Urban Religion and Religious Change. Intellectualization of Religion and 
Ritual Invention II 
Session Chair: Emiliano Rubens Urciuoli 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 111 



9:15am - 11:15am S086: Do the Gods Make Us Moral? Psychological, Ecological and Cognitive 
Exploration 
Session Chair: Renatas Berniūnas 
Session Chair: Ryan McKay 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 306 

9:15am - 11:15am S090: Peaceful Co-Existence of Religions: Past and Present 
Session Chair: Alessandro Saggioro 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 232 

9:15am - 11:15am S110: Critical Perspectives on Religion and Politics 
Session Chair: Ain Riistan 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 106 

9:15am - 11:15am S126A: Materiality of Religion I 
Session Chair: Tõnno Jonuks 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 428 

11:15am - 11:45am Coffee Break 

   

11:45am - 1:00pm Keynote 5: Sonja Luehrmann – Institutional Rupture and Personal Continuity: 
Defining the "Post" in Post-Soviet Religion 
Session Chair: Urmas Nõmmik 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 
Assembly Hall 

1:00pm - 2:30pm Lunch 

   

2:30pm - 4:00pm S001F: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised Religions: 
Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters VI 
Session Chair: Stefano Beggiora 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 212 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S014: Continuity and Disruption in the Erasmian Reformation/s 
Session Chair: Maria Fallica 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 106 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S018B: Religion as a Site of Learning II 
Session Chair: Helena Maria Kupari 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 128 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S024B: Moving Beyond „Hinduism“ – but How? II 
Session Chair: Audrius Beinorius 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 228 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S028B: Communism and Its Collapse: Disruptions and Continuities in Russian 
Orthodox Christianity II 
Session Chair: Scott Kenworthy 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 230 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S043C: Continuities, Disruptions, and Multiple Religious Identities in Late Antique 
Egypt (2nd–6th Centuries) II/B 
Session Chair: Andrea Annese 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 110 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S050A: Conflict and Coexistence – Christianity and Islam II 
Session Chair: Orsolya Varsányi 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 230 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S054B: Continuations and Disruptions in Muslim Religious Leadership in Europe II 
Session Chair: Kasper Ly Netterstrøm 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 307 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S059B: Alternative Religiosities in the Communist Regime and Post-Communist 
East-Central European Countries: Emerging Diversities within (Trans)Formations, 
Disruptions, Continuations II 
Session Chair: Rasa Pranskevičiūtė-Amoson 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 232 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S060B: Discursive Study of Religion II 
Session Chair: Titus Hjelm 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 

Theatre 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S062B: Religion as Oppression and Liberation II 
Session Chair: Kristina Garalytė 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 130 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S063B: More or Less (of) the Same? – Dis/continuities between Secularism and 
Post-Secularism II 
Session Chair: CJS Lombaard 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 306 



2:30pm - 4:00pm S066B: Literature and Modern Western Esotericism: Continuities and Changes II 
Session Chair: Tiina Mahlamäki 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 214 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S067B: History / Memory: The Struggle for Religious Identity in Contested Places II 
Session Chair: Nadezhda Rychkova 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 109 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S070: Religion and Right Wing Populist Politics in Contemporary Baltics and 
Nordics 
Session Chair: Anna Maria Haapalainen 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 438 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S072A: Media, Marginalization, Mobilization and Religion, Representation, 
Resistance I 
Session Chair: Mara Matta 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 224 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S073B: Texts as Agents of Religious Change – Agency of Texts from the Viewpoint 
of Religious Traditions 
Session Chair: Yakir Paz 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 114 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S077: Agency of Women in Buddhism and Islam 
Session Chair: Anne Kull 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 217 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S094B: Continuations and Disruptions in Religious Education I 
Session Chair: Olga Schihalejev 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 336 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S103: Continuations and Disruptions in Contemporary Catholicism 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 129 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S104: Conceptualizing Change: Methodological and Historical Studies 
Session Chair: Mart Tšernjuk 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 

Hall 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S115: Continuations and Disruptions in the History of the Islamic World 
Session Chair: Helen Haas 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 111 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S118: Philosophical and Semiotic Perspectives and the Study of Religion 
Session Chair: Raul Veede 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 107 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S126B: Materiality of Religion II 
Session Chair: Tõnno Jonuks 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 428 

4:00pm - 4:30pm Coffee Break 

   

4:30pm - 6:00pm EASR General Assembly 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 

Theatre 

6:15pm - 7:45pm Roundtable: Funding Opportunities in Religious Studies 
Session Chair: Alessandro Saggioro 
Session Chair: Marianna Ferrara Philosophicum 

(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 
Theatre 

Date: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019 

9:15am - 11:15am S001G: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised Religions: 
Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters VII 
Session Chair: Uwe Skoda 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 212 

9:15am - 11:15am S005: Fissure and Continuity in Himalayan and South Asian Buddhisms of the First 
Millennium CE 
Session Chair: Nicholas Witkowski 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 307 

9:15am - 11:15am S010: Teaching Christianity in the Jewish State 
Session Chair: Orit Ramon 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 129 

9:15am - 11:15am 



Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 106 

S012: Paranormal as a Category in Science-Religion Debate 
Session Chair: Kristel Kivari 

9:15am - 11:15am S020: Shifting Ontologies and Religious Meaning Systems’ Processing: Practical 
Events and Mental Fallout 
Session Chair: Giuseppina Paola Viscardi 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 

Hall 

9:15am - 11:15am S023: Book Forum - Robert Yelle "Sovereignty and the Sacred: Secularism and the 
Political Economy of Religion" 
Session Chair: Robert Yelle 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 128 

9:15am - 11:15am S025A: Distance and Closeness. Areas of Religious Discourses I 
Session Chair: Anna Gomóła 
Session Chair: Kamila Gęsikowska Main Building 

(Ülikooli 18) - 227 

9:15am - 11:15am S030: Ancient Near Eastern Text as a Source for Tracking Change 
Session Chair: Urmas Nõmmik 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 230 

9:15am - 11:15am S037B: Discursive Strategies and Ritual Practices: Inventions, Continuities, 
Ruptures (Tibetan Cases) 
Session Chair: Alevtina Solovyova 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 214 

9:15am - 11:15am S055B: The Political Lives of Religion in Democracy II – Practicing Politics 
Session Chair: Markha Gabrielle Valenta 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 107 

9:15am - 11:15am S057D: Muslims in Post-Communist Lands: Between Traditional and Global: The 
Caucasus and Central Asia 
Session Chair: Agata S. Nalborczyk 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 217 

9:15am - 11:15am S059C: Alternative Religiosities in the Communist Regime and Post-Communist 
East-Central European Countries: Emerging Diversities within (Trans)Formations, 
Disruptions, Continuations III 
Session Chair: Rasa Pranskevičiūtė-Amoson 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 232 

9:15am - 11:15am S060C: Discursive Study of Religion III 
Session Chair: Titus Hjelm 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - Lecture 

Theatre 

9:15am - 11:15am S069: Scientific Atheism: Disruption in Religious Studies or Its Continuation? 
Session Chair: Anna Mariya Basauri Ziuzina 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 130 

9:15am - 11:15am S072B: Media, Marginalization, Mobilization and Religion, Representation, 
Resistance II 
Session Chair: Giulia Evolvi 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 224 

9:15am - 11:15am S073C: Texts as Agents of Religious Change – Dimensions of Agency 
Session Chair: Ehud Halperin 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 114 

9:15am - 11:15am S080: The so-called „Oriental Cults“ in the Roman Empire: Mithras, Isis, Cybele, 
Attis, Sabazios, Jupiter Dolichenus 
Session Chair: Jaan Lahe 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 228 

9:15am - 11:15am S094A: Future Perspectives in Religious Education 
Session Chair: Olga Schihalejev 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 336 

9:15am - 11:15am S113A: Contact(s) between Religious Systems: A "Work-in-Progress-Topic" I 
Session Chair: David Villar 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 438 

9:15am - 11:15am S120: Conceptual and Theoretical Reflections on Terms and Models 
Session Chair: Ain Riistan 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 109 

9:15am - 11:15am S123: Contemporary Religious Trends in Europe 
Session Chair: James Matthew White 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 110 

9:15am - 11:15am S126C: Materiality of Religion III 
Session Chair: Tõnno Jonuks 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 428 



11:15am - 11:45am Coffee Break 

   

11:45am - 1:00pm Keynote 6: Timothy Insoll – Continuations and Disruptions in African Religions and 
Ritual Practices from an Archaeological Perspective 
Session Chair: Tõnno Jonuks 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 
Assembly Hall 

1:00pm - 2:30pm Lunch 

   

2:30pm - 4:00pm S009: Toward an Aesthetics of the Secular 
Session Chair: Stefan Binder 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 212 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S025B: Distance and Closeness. Areas of Religious Discourses II 
Session Chair: Anna Gomóła 
Session Chair: Kamila Gęsikowska Main Building 

(Ülikooli 18) - 227 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S037A: Discursive Strategies and Ritual Practices: Inventions, Continuities, 
Ruptures (Tibetan-Mongolian and Mongolian Cases) 
Session Chair: Karénina Kollmar-Paulenz 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 214 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S038: Invisible Changes? Monotheistic Trends and Cultic Practice in Ancient Near 
East 
Session Chair: Vladimir Sazonov 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 230 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S059D: Alternative Religiosities in the Communist Regime and Post-Communist 
East-Central European Countries: Emerging Diversities within (Trans)Formations, 
Disruptions, Continuations IV 
Session Chair: Rasa Pranskevičiūtė-Amoson 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 232 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S065: Religion and Pragmatic Strategies of Handling Every-Day Life Issues 
Session Chair: Milan Fujda 

von Bock (Ülikooli 16) 
- 109 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S079: New Martyrs in the Former Communist Countries: Political Violence and 
Religious Commemoration 
Session Chair: Irina Paert 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 228 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S089: Normalising Islam/Religion: Addressing the Muslim Question 
Session Chair: Heidi Maiberg 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 130 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S092: New Media and Religion 
Session Chair: Tiina Sepp 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - Senate 

Hall 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S095C: Continuations and Disruptions in Religious Education II 
Session Chair: Olga Schihalejev 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 336 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S096: Religious Life in the Soviet Union 
Session Chair: Art Leete 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 110 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S098: Studies on Vernacular Religion 
Session Chair: Margaret Lyngdoh 

Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 128 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S113B: Contact(s) between Religious Systems: A "Work-in-Progress-Topic" II 
Session Chair: David Villar 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 438 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S116: Religious Elements in Western Cultural Traditions – Case Studies 
Session Chair: Meelis Friedenthal 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 107 

2:30pm - 4:00pm S126D: Materiality of Religion IV 
Session Chair: Tõnno Jonuks 

Philosophicum 
(Jakobi 2) - 428 

4:00pm - 4:15pm Break 

   

4:15pm - 5:00pm 



Main Building 
(Ülikooli 18) - 
Assembly Hall 

Closing Event 
Session Chair: Madis Arukask 

  

Presentations 

Keynote 1: Michael Stausberg – Endangered Religions 
Time: Tuesday, 25/Jun/2019: 3:30pm - 4:45pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Assembly Hall 

Session Chair: Ülo Valk 

Endangered Religions 

Michael Stausberg 

Center for Advanced Study, Oslo, Norway 

In the recent past, we have become aware of a massive threat of extinction. Endangered species, people, and languages are 
established areas of concerns. What about religions? To begin with, talking about endangered religions is an issue of labelling 
and discourse. The presentation will seek to distinguish endangerment from related concepts and explore. The lecture will then 
review possible evidence whether past religions considered themselves as “endangered” and discuss some (potential) recent 
cases of “endangered religions” as an opening contribution to our joint exploration of “continuations and disruptions”. 

 
  



S001A: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised 
Religions: Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters I 

Time: Tuesday, 25/Jun/2019: 5:15pm - 6:45pm  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 212 
Session Chair: Lidia Julianna Guzy 

Session Chair: Ülo Valk 

For religious studies margins always have a methodological value, as it is “at the margins truth reveals itself” (Brody 2018). At 
the margins of institutionalised religions sociocultural continuities, ruptures and hybrid answers emerge as local and vernacular 
responses. This marginal sphere of beliefs, rituals and other practices is never completely controlled by religious authorities or 

scriptural traditions. Lacking a comprehensive doctrinal foundation it has often been trivialised and contested as a realm of 
irrational superstitions and overlooked as “folk religion”, “little tradition” or “residual beliefs”. Tensions between the institutionally 

prescribed norms and “lived” aspects of religion reveal the incongruities and gaps in religious traditions. 
This panel will deal with the continuities of cultural idioms, metaphors and narratives of insecurities and life crises in Asia, Latin 
America, Europe and other regions, where institutional and indigenous religions have co-existed in contact and conflict. On the 

one hand discrepant belief systems and diverse ritual strategies make up a vast resource for dealing with crises, calamities 
and tragedies of life and conceptualising them, on the other hand co-existing but contradictory knowledge systems generate a 

sense of suspense and uncertainty. This is often expressed in experience narratives and other genres that apply traditional 
interpretive frameworks on discussing major social and political turns but also personal crises. Such periods of transformations 

and uncertainties have been characterised as liminal (see Horvath, Thomassen, Wydra 2018). In addition to ritual contexts, 
liminality has also been connected with “conditions of irrationality” and with “lived experience”, which transforms human beings 

(ibid. 2). 
The panel calls for papers that would address the belief related storyrealm and everyday life in religious traditions that is 

charged with dangerous and incomprehensible powers – of ghosts, spirits, demonic deities, witches and other perilous agents 
– that both generate insecurity and offer an interpretive framework for conceptualising it. 

 

El Tio – Ritual and Rebellion in indigenous Bolivia 

Lidia Julianna Guzy 

University College Cork, Ireland 

This presentation deals with El Tio – the God of the Underworld - a deity of protection and subversive power for the indigenous 
population of the Bolivian Altiplano of the Andean region, the Uru Chipaya, Aymara and Quechua. With the Spanish colonisation 
in the 16th century, El Tio transformed to a demonised Lucifer and Devil depicted in fearful images and imaginations of the 
undignified and devalued Other. 

With the enslavement of the indigenous population by the Spanish conquistadores to work in the Spanish silver mines, El Tio 
became the underground god of the mines, venerated by the miners as God and protector of the mines. 

El Tio who throughout the time remains underneath the earth only once in a year emerges out of his underground: during the 
indigenous Carnival of Oruro el Tio starts to dance widely the diablada dance with Virgin Mary. With El Tio the pantheon of the 
Christian and the pre-Hispanic indigenous worlds merge into a colourful, loud, humorous and frightening flow of hybrid horrors 
to celebrate at the margins of the Underworld a rebellious ritual of subversion . 

 

The Shape of Peril. Witchcraft and Nahualism in Contemporary Indigenous Mexico 

Federica Rainelli 

Università di Padova, Italy - EHESS, France 

Although Christian religion is highly entrenched throughout Mexican territory, there are still some rural (and predominantly 
indigenous) areas where it coexists along with multiple and variegated systems of local beliefs and cults, which often show an 
openly pre-hispanic matrix. This is the case of the rich set of rethorics and practices aiming to explain and prevent misfortunes 
and calamities among the Otomies of the Eastern Highlands. 

Within this context, witchcraft offers an effective interpretative framework through which it is possible to deal with the uncertains 
of everyday life, explaining them in terms of reprimands and punishments. Namely, I would like to draw the attention on the figure 
of the nahual, sorcerers capable of turn themselves into animals, extremely common in Mesoamerican tradition. Halfway between 
human and extra-human realm, the nahuales represent hybrid and liminal creatures, whose fundamental ambiguity constitutes 
a unique resource in the local conceptualization of danger and insecurity. Thus, the aim of this paper is to deepen the analysis 
of these entities, by highlighting their prominent features and shedding light on the role they play in both mythological and 
everyday narratives. 

 

The Devil and the Deep Sea: Navigating Neo-Charismatic Eco-Demonologies 

S. Jonathon O'Donnell 

University College Dublin, Ireland 

This paper interrogates the demonologies of conservative neo-charismatics in America in order to analyse the links they construct 
between a demonization of societal and state formations and a disavowed threat of environmental destruction. Since the mid-
1980s conservative evangelical neo-charismatics have grown in number and influence, constituting decentralized, (inter)national 
networks linked by media ecologies and missionary enterprises. One of the core components of the neo-charismatic worldview 
is a demonology that identifies malevolent spirits as underlying and driving society, politics, and culture—forces that must be 
discerned, defeated, and displaced through “spiritual warfare.” Through discourse analysis of a cross-section of “spiritual warfare” 
texts (books, articles, interviews) published 2008–2018, the paper explores how—despite explicit or implicit rejection of the 
scientific consensus on anthropogenic climate change—texts have increasingly deployed environmental, often oceanic-themed, 
language to discuss systems of demonic control, identified the ocean as a new frontier of spiritual combat, and made use of 
demonic figures tied both to oceanic images of demonic chaos and divine chastisement and to images of a corrupted human 
society. Situating these trends in a sociocultural context marked by an intensification of environmental disasters and deregulation, 



the paper unpacks the way evangelicals and neo-charismatics mobilize demonology as a discursive tradition to navigate ongoing 
tensions around the neoliberal state, hypercapitalist consumption, environmentalism, and existential threat. In doing so, it 
exposes how these demonologies construct a paradigm in which attempts at societal critique are undergirded by the disavowed 
possibility of anthropogenic extinction, one which haunts and unsettles their teleological narratives of divinely-guided history. 

 
  



S003A: Gender Strategies and Disciplinary Practices in Russian Christianities 
I 

Time: Tuesday, 25/Jun/2019: 5:15pm - 6:45pm  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 109 
Session Chair: Igor Mikeshin 

Russian Christian communities are vastly diverse. Even the dominating Orthodox Church is to a huge extent heterogeneous 
and can represent different theologies, ideologies, and life-styles. The perceptions of sexuality, gender differences and 
hierarchies, family morals and values are oftentimes markers of religious identities. The narratives of sin, immorality, 

abomination, and vice more than anything else employ sexual practices and unaccepted gender regimes. Russian Orthodox, 
Protestant, and Catholic communities have their own understandings of gender and family issues, based on either biblical 

hermeneutics, interpretation of the Holy Tradition, direct inspiration of the Holy Spirit, or clerical authority. 
The session will focus on this diversity and heterogeneity in relation to gender and family values. The following questions are to 
be discussed: What is the essence of proper masculinity and femininity in Russian Christian communities? How and on which 
principles is a Russian Christian family formed? Which implicit and explicit rules, norms, and prohibitions regulate it? What is 

the role of children? What is the role of Church and its ministers in the family life? What are the theological foundations of 
gender strategies and family values? What is the role of inter- and intradenominational relations in a Christian family? 

The study of gender in Christianity is a paradoxically marginal field. The yet existing research elaborates on the concept of 
lived religion, regarding Christianity and gender as practices, rather than phenomena. The narratives of doing faith, gender, 

and family are emphasized in religious communities. The studies of gender and family in the Christian communities of 
contemporary Russia inevitably faces the historical context of persecutions and hardships experienced by Russian Christians 

and their families in the Soviet period. 
This panel follows on the successful session on the unseen forms of Russian Christianities at the EASR conference in 2018. 
The researchers are welcome to contribute to the panel with their papers on gender regimes and strategies, family norms, 

values, and practices in Christian communities in Russia and Russian-speaking congregations abroad. 

 

"It is better to marry than to burn": Russian Baptist marriage as fulfillment, complement, and a 
celebration of monogamy 

Igor Mikeshin 

St. Petersburg State University, Russian Federation 

This paper focuses on the perception of marriage in the Russian Baptist community. Based on my fieldwork since 2014, the 
paper addresses three main marriage narratives, basically three major responses to the ultimate question of "Why marry?", or, 
rather, "What Bible says about marriage and when and why is it favored by God?" Being biblical literalists, Russian Baptists 
regard the Scripture as an inerrant and sufficient source for faith and practice, hence such a paramount life-decision is based on 
biblical grounds. 

The three main narratives of marriage are naturally put in the context of the Russian Baptist gender order, which theologically 
could be defined as complementarian. Opposing patriarchal and egalitarian views on gender relations, it proclaims that men and 
women are equal and value, but different in role. For the most part, men are assigned to preach, teach, and lead the Church and 
family, and women to support, care, and raise children. 

The first narrative, however, would be relevant even in any heteronormative Christian discourse. I call it a fulfillment narrative. It 
is ultimately based on God's calling to "be fruitful...and multiply" (Gen. 9:7) and largely interpreted as one of the most important 
missions in the adult life of a Christian — to have a family. The second narrative emphasizes the complementarian theology 
proper. Marriage is a mechanism for the implementation of the roles of men and women in their relations, family, and Church 
life. The third narrative is a logical elaboration on the second one. It celebrates monogamy as the only possible, righteous, and 
virtuous way to practice complementarian gender order. 

I will illustrate these narratives with examples from my fieldwork in the Baptist community in St Petersburg and northwest Russia, 
where weddings are regarded as a sign of a truly repentant convert, breaking with their life of sin. 

 

Religious emotions and family-like communality among Russian Charismatic believers 

Maija Penttilä 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

The aim of my presentation is to analyse the role of emotions and embodied experiences among Russian speaking Charismatic 
communities in St Petersburg in Russia and in the Helsinki Metropolitan area in Finland. The analysis bases on empirical data 
including interviews, participant observation and internet sources as well as theoretical literature on the sociological study of 
religious emotions. 

Emotion is any conscious experience characterized by intense mental activity and a certain degree of pleasure or displeasure. 
Many worship communities under study are led by marital couple and people have family ties with each other. In my presentation, 
I also analyse the emotional bonds, togetherness and solidarity of the communities. Emotions may become central in the 
charismatic communality and its identity building. The way of feeling and expressing those feelings may even become central 
characteristics of being a follower of a particular group. Achieving norms of feeling may also bring to individuals security and 
strength in the midst of uncertain reality. Additionally, a positive relationship between emotional stability and charismatic 
experience has been reported in earlier studies. Also embodied experiences are meaningful in charismatic meetings. For 
example, intense praying and fasting may bring relief or experience of physical recovery. These experiences had also brought 
broader life change, which had many positive effects to believers’ family life and social relationships. On the other hand, the lack 
of emotions and experiences may cause anxiety in a family-like community. 

 

Pure equality: Gender relations among Nenets evangelical converts in the Russian Arctic 

Laur Vallikivi 

University of Tartu, Estonia 



Do women and men convert to Christianity ‘differently’? I shall look at the introduction of evangelical Christianity among Nenets 
reindeer herders with a focus on how this transforms gender relations. Based on extended periods of fieldwork in the Great Land 
Tundra since 2000, I discuss how Russian and Ukrainian male missionaries proselytise among Nenets men and women and 
how the reindeer herders respond to it. As a result of this encounter, dozens of nomads have converted to conservative Baptism 
and Pentecostalism. Among other things, this has brought along the transformation of gender relations and values. Because of 
the lack of common language and the gender barrier between male missionaries and Nenets women, the latter are often baptised 
as extensions of their husbands (and not as individuals who have a personal relationship with God as the doctrine prescribes). 
At the same time, women tend to be more interested in conversion than men. I suggest this has to do with the hope to control 
alcohol abuse in tundra camps, also to enlarge the network of potential marriage partners and to change their status as being a 
source of dangerous power (sya’’mei) and get rid of the related avoidance rules for fertile women. (In the animists’ ritual world, 
Nenets women take care of ritual ‘hygiene’ of the family through fumigation rituals known as nibteva, while more conspicuous 
acts such as making blood sacrifices to deities and visiting sacred sites is in the men’s sphere of action.) After conversion to 
evangelical Christianity, women, like men, are expected to pray publicly but, unlike men, women are not allowed to preach (the 
priesthood of all male believers). In the paper, I shall discuss the notion of purity and gender (in)equality and compare this 
ethnographic case with other similar cases of conversion from elsewhere in the world. 
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Session Chair: Jenny Elisabeth Wallensten 

Concepts such as 'Ancient Greek religion' or 'Classical religion' are always constructions by scholars viewing past religion from 
historical distance. Yet, also the surviving ancient Greek accounts and material record relating religion can be regarded as 

having been representations of tradition and rupture in their own time. Scholarship tends to look for continuities, and reflections 
of later or earlier cultic practices are often used as building blocks when religious phenomena of certain period of antiquity are 
explained. However, continuities are often scholarly constructions, more professed than real, and change in religious practice 

is as important building block as continuity. This panel presents five papers which discuss diachronic aspects of Classical 
religion within different frameworks, namely theoretical and historiographic, spatial, material, and archaeological. They all 

address questions pertaining to both written and material record on ancient Greek religion with respective case studies. The 
first paper (by Petra Pakkanen) looks into the question of the relationship between continuity and change in ancient Greek 

religion from a methodological point of view and argues that in the scholarship of ancient religion religious change should be 
appreciated as a constitutive factor which provides dynamics and, paradoxically, guarantees a certain type of religious 

continuity. The second paper by Ioanna Patera discusses changeability and flexibility of ancient sacred space as a constructed 
and conceptual entity with examples from ancient Greek epigraphical and archaeological sources. What happens with a 

_temenos_ when its temple is moved, as in the case of the classical temples of Athena Pallenis and Athena Sounia that were 
transferred to the Athenian Agora in the Roman period and even rededicated to other gods? The third paper by Jenny 

Wallensten addresses the question on how 'brokenness' of cult paraphernalia resulting either from intentionally acted out 
rituals or external factors was perceived as constitutive part of cult praxis. Is a discarded object an expression of change, such 
as a break in the votive habit? How do we mitigate between change and continuity having both material remains and ritual acts 

to consider: whereas objects broken on purpose are indicative of a break in the 'lifespan' of a dedication or ritual object, the 
intentional act of destruction can mark the continuation in the religious habit. Inventories and archaeological record clearly 

show that broken objects, once used in or part of ritual, could be put aside, perhaps even outside the _temenos_. The fourth 
paper by Margaryta Sardak presents discontinuity and termination of cults as transformative processes in the sacred 

landscape of Athens during the Hellenistic and Roman Imperial periods by discussing the archaeological methodology for 
detecting extinction of cult particularly through two case studies, the sanctuary of the Nymph on the foot of the Acropolis and 

the temenos underneath the so-called Bakcheion. The fifth paper by Lech Trzcionkowski unfolds the question of continuity and 
discontinuity in transmission with examples from Orphic texts which underly the switch from ritual to reading communities. 

 

Imagined origins, search for continuity and the problem of change in ancient Greek religion. The 
complex relations revisited 

Petra Pakkanen 

The Open University in London, Sweden 

Continuity and change are fundamentally interlinked. Anomalies and ambiguities, i.e. things, structures and reconstructed actions 
in archaeological and historical record marking difference (or rupture), are often treated as ‘transitions’ until fitted into a pattern 
where they take up a role of novelties in the line of continuum. However, in religion breaking the rules of comfortable continuity 
and acting against norms is central, even fundamental: contradictions, diversions, transgressions and excess abound in our 
narrative about the cultic behaviour of ancient Greeks and Romans. Explaining and controlling extraordinary and incompatible 
is notoriously one of the explanations for the existence of religion, and therefore in this paper I look for the trajectories of 
incongruous, diversion and change in Greek religion itself and in the research tradition by asking the following questions: 1) What 
is regarded as permanence, i.e. something involving unchangeability in ancient Greek religion? Permanence is often linked to 
founding (of a sanctuary/ritual) which is reasoned for by the divine authority, hence presupposing belief in or at least respect for 
mythological or social aetiologies. 2) This leads to the discussion of ‘origins’ and their role both in ancient constructions of 
religious continuity and in the scholarship of ancient religion. ‘Origins’ are nearly invariably imaginary. Discourses on continuity 
and change in the scholarship of ancient religion and in the ‘archaeology of cult’ often echo an idea of the beginnings or 
emergence of certain practices, and hence presuppose a trajectory of the imagined origins. I will ask why this is so by using the 
idea of imaginary discussed in social sciences and philosophy. It stipulates that, in order to be recognized, change must be 
instituted as “great transformation” (Castoriadis) or “new master signifier” (Žižek) and can exist only with reference to historical 
or social imaginary significations. ‘Origins’ can be regarded as such imaginaries. 

 

Tradition and permanence of sacred space: Superpositions, changes, and transfers of structures and 
rituals 

Ioanna Patera 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

Sanctuaries and various structures that within them materialize sacred spaces are usually considered as permanent and 
irremovable. Permanence is assumed either because of the antiquity of these sanctuaries or because of the nature and authority 
of their supposed founders, like Apollo in the case of Delphi and Demeter at Eleusis. Tradition pertains in these cases to the 
specific areas the various structures occupy in space. A closer look at excavated sanctuaries shows indeed the ancient works 
of preservation. These may at times have resulted in superpositions that are thought to perpetuate tradition through time (for 
example, at Kommos). However, superpositions may display clear changes in the structures themselves (as in the sanctuaries 
of Amphiaraos at Oropos and Apollo at Cyrene). As additions to the old, the new structures may affect the ritual and alter it rather 
than merely add to it. Moreover, in some cases the ancient works show that certain structures were shifted away from their 
original position and even transferred to other locations. The question of tradition and permanence becomes essential when 
entire temples or sanctuaries were removed and rebuilt in new places. The advice of the oracle to move the sanctuary of Demeter 
within the city of Tanagra in the third century points to the transfer of the whole sacred area. Later, in the Roman period, several 
classical temples were removed from Athens and Attica and rebuilt at the Athenian Agora. While this pattern closely reminds us 
of preservation, some of these temples seem to have been dedicated to new gods, as in the case of the temple of Ares which 
once was a temple of Athena from the deme of Pallene. 
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Since the mid-twentieth century, the immigration of Hindus from India and the flight of Tamil Hindus from Sri Lanka has brought 
more than a half million Hindu people to Europe. Living far away from South Asia, the people from various Hindu traditions 

were eager to establish new homes for their beloved gods and goddesses. During the first decades of settlement, these new 
temples were commonly located in ‘hidden’ spaces such as basement premises or converted warehouses; meaning that the 

general population was not aware of the Hindu diaspora and their temples. This situation constituted a conspicuous disruption 
from the awareness of the general population, civil society, and local authorities. More recently, however, boards and priests of 

Hindu temples have sought to dissolve this disruption by establishing new bonds with local authorities and civil society 
organisations in order to become a better-known part of multicultural, multi-faith societies. While in some European states this 

process is well-established - with publicly visible temples an accepted part of the urban landscape and Hindu organisations 
occupying a seat at the policy-makers’ table - in other contexts this remains at a more liminal stage. 

The aim of the panel is to scrutinise the means and strategies by which diasporic Hindu temples and organisations connect to 
civil society and policy-making bodies in Europe. 

 

Inviting everybody in: Hindu-temples and Hindu cultural organizations in Denmark and their adaptation 
and negotiations with society 

Marianne Qvortrup Fibiger 

University of Aarhus, Denmark 

In Denmark we have approximately 23.000 people with and Indian or Sri Lankan background (migrants or descendants) around 
which it can be estimated at least 70% are Hindus. The Hindus are today approximately equally divided between Sri Lankan 
Tamil Hindus and Indian Hindus which despite different migrant history makes a comparison between the two groups interesting.  

For instance, it is worth to note that while the Sri Lankan Tamil Hindus today have eight consecrated temples scattered around 
the country the Indian Hindus have only one. Instead the Indian Hindus primarily organize themselves in Indian cultural groups.  

Although they have different ways of organizing they share the eager to establish bonds to the society at large and to become a 
cultural contribution to society instead of being a segregated other. This paper will give examples of how and also in what ways 
their strategies differ, but it will also discuss how much religion plays a role and in which ways it is referred to.  

 

Hindu temples and authorities in Norway 

Knut Axel Jacobsen 

University of Bergen, Norway 

In Norway the last twenty years, one new Hindu temple has been opened on average every second year. Many Hindu gods have 
been given proper places of worship in the country but none of these temples have been established in buildings built according 
to traditional South Asian temple styles. The first stone temple built in South Indian temple style is currently being built in Oslo. 
It has been a long process to acquire the property, complete the architectural temple drawings, get all necessary permits, and 
for economic reasons the temple will be built in several stages and is expected to take many years to complete. The project has 
depended on maintaining good relations to local politicians who have supported the project. The building committee has argued 
that the temple will benefit the wider society and not only the Hindus. The paper analyzes the process of establishing this temple, 
the arguments for building it and the relations to the wider society.  

 

Establishing bonds and connections with society: Expectation of priests and boards of Hindu temples in 
Switzerland 

Martin Baumann 

University of Lucerne, Switzerland 

Like in other European countries, Hinduism in Switzerland is made up of diverse Hindu traditions and guru-oriented organisations. 
Numerically strongest are Tamil Hindu people from Sri Lanka, having established more than 20 temples during the past three 
decades in many cantons of Switzerland. While long hidden in industrial areas and not known to the general public, since several 
years various boards and priests of Tamil Hindu temples as well as of ISKCON temples literally stepped out to engage in local 
multi-faith initiatives; to conduct guided temple-tours for visitors; and to establish bonds and relations with local authorities. 
Among others, well-functioning relations and lobbying resulted in the establishing of a local burial site at a river and a membership 
in a consultant board for school books. 

The presentation will present results of a recent project having conducted guideline-based interviews with priests and board 
members of Tamil and ISKCON temples enquiring about their wishes and expectations from local authorities, civil society, and 
the general population. Among others, expectations range from financial support to specific privileges, all aiming for dissolving 
the disruption from local authorities, civil society, and the awareness of the general population. 

 
  



S029A: Network Analysis, Computational Modelling and Simulation in the 
Study of Religions I 

Time: Tuesday, 25/Jun/2019: 5:15pm - 6:45pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 107 
Session Chair: David Zbíral 

In recent years, quantitative methods including network analysis, computational and mathematical modelling and simulation 
have taken hold in various branches of social sciences and humanities. Activities and research taking place in digital 

humanities and computational social sciences are gradually drawing the attention of an increasing number of scholars and 
students of religion. This panel intends to demonstrate the potential of these methods for the study of religions. The organizers 
welcome proposals for papers discussing any historical period and geographical area. Topics might include, but are not limited 

to: 
* Modelling of the social dynamics of religious groups and interactions between religious communities 

* Modelling of the spread of religious traditions on networks (transportation, commercial, social, ethnic etc.) 
* Agent-based modeling of the transmission of different types of ritual in a diachronic perspective 

* Extraction of networks from texts, computer-assisted text mining 
* Social network analysis of actors in specific historical events important for the history of religions 

* Usability of conceptual and methodological frameworks of complex adaptive system science towards the study of religions 
* Inter- and transdisciplinarity in the study of religions concerning computational methods 

* Preparing “computational data”; tools and methods for creating and managing datasets and databases aiding research of 
historical religions 

* Comparison of close and distant reading of historical sources in the study of religions 

 

The Early Spread of the Isiac Cults in the West Coast of Hellenistic Asia Minor: A Quantitative Evaluation 
of the Ptolemaic Political Influence 

Tomáš Glomb, Adam Mertel, Zdeněk Pospíšil 

Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic 

During the reign of the first six Ptolemaic kings in Hellenistic Egypt (ca 305-145 BCE), the Isiac cults (i.e. the Egyptian cults 
related to the divine couple of Isis and Sarapis) spread initially to ports of the ancient Mediterranean and subsequently further 
into the mainland. This case study is focused primarily on the process of the spread of these cults in the west coast of Hellenistic 
Asia Minor where there is located a significant amount of archaeological evidence related to the Isiac cults. In the period of 
interest, the regions on the west coast of Asia Minor (i.e. Ionia, Caria and Lycia) were significantly involved in Ptolemaic political 
activities. Moreover in the proximity of this coast lies the island of Rhodos, one of the main economic partners of Ptolemaic 
Egypt. Prominent researchers of the Isiac studies acknowledge that the Ptolemaic presence and the influence of Rhodos 
probably played a positive role in the spread of the Isiac cults in Asia Minor. However, the hypotheses presented in the discussion 
are produced by established historiographical methods which are unable to disentangle the complex interplay of variables 
involved in the process of the spread of these cults. By application of quantitative methods of formalized modeling this study 
attempts to gain a better insight into the regional dynamics with respect to the spread of the Isiac cults. To test the hypotheses 
from the academic discussion, this study proposes a mathematical model which, based on geographical, political and 
transportation network datasets, determines which specific factors were responsible for the dissemination of the Isiac cults in the 
Hellenistic Asia Minor. 

 

The Roman Army and the Spread of Mithraism 

Aleš Chalupa, Eva Výtvarová, Adam Mertel, Jan Fousek, Tomáš Hampejs 

Masaryk University, Czech Republic 

The cause of the rapid and geographically impressive spread of Mithraism in the Roman empire from the last quarter of the 1st 
century CE onward is still only partially explained. Scholars had speculated about the influence of the Roman army and the 
popularity of Mithraism among Roman soldiers; however, a meticulously conducted demographical study of the known followers 
of Mithras based on Roman epigraphical data problematized this view. This paper uses a transportation network model based 
on ORBIS (the Stanford Geospatial Network Model of the Roman World) and network analytical approach to uncover possible 
relationship between a network of Roman legionary fortresses and sites where the presence of Mithraism can be historically 
documented. To demonstrate the possible impacts of the Roman military infrastructure on the spread of Mithraism in the Roman 
empire, we coded all sites of documented Mithraic presence and locations of the major Roman legionary fortresses, positioned 
them on the transportation network and used statistical analysis to detect possible relationship between these datasets, both at 
the level of the whole Roman empire and regionally. Although we were not able to find, at the level of the Roman empire, a 
statistically significant overlap between the locations of the Roman legionary fortresses and Mithraic sites, we discovered the 
statistically significant presence of Mithraic evidence in nodes important on thresholded military subnetworks connecting the 
Roman legionary fortresses. These results support the view that the Roman army and supporting civil personnel responsible for 
supplying and maintenance of the Roman military infrastructure contributed to the spread of Mithraism and can partially explain 
the geographical distribution of archaeologically attested Mithraic evidence in the Roman empire. 

 

The Spread of Early Christianity in Its Formative Phases: Primary and Secondary Centers of the 
Christian Dissemination 

Dalibor Papousek 

Masaryk University, Faculty of Arts, Czech Republic 

The lack of direct archaeological evidence strictly limits the study of early Christian spreading in its formative phases (30–150 
CE). So far, the research has mainly focused on detailed analyses of fragmentary written sources or – alternatively – on general 
deductive reconstructions of the historical processes. The paper tries to overbridge this gap in evidence with a formalized 
quantitative approach using methods of geospatial modeling and network analysis. The spread of early Christianity is 
conceptualized as a transmission happening on a network in which people carry religious ideas, practices, and artifacts and 



transmit them successfully to a new spatial-populational milieu. On this base, the provided model presupposes a general network 
of Mediterranean cities which was commonly shared by ancient populations. Specifically, the paper uses the transportation 
network of the Stanford Geospatial Network Model of the Roman World (ORBIS) adapted for a more detailed analysis. 

Early Christianity has already been discussed in some historiographical studies using formalized methods. However, these 
studies focus mainly on the spreading process from Jerusalem as a single center which substantially determines the spatial 
dissemination of Christianity. So, the paper reconsiders not only the role of Jerusalem as a unique primary center but also the 
importance of other big Mediterranean cities as potential primary or secondary centers of the Christian dissemination. The model 
uses suitable proxies, such as the Jewish networks of that time or the distribution of terra sigillata pottery. Based on these 
databases, different models of the diffusivity of ancient cities on the Mediterranean network are examined and assessed against 
the preserved written evidence of earliest Christianity. 
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In the contemporary era, fundamentalist Islam has been on the rise for several years, expressed in movements such as the 
Islamic State and al-Qaida. It is also a version of Islam that has expanded in minority settings, where people attempt to 

accommodate a fundamentalist life style and interpretation in largely secular and liberal surroundings. Papers stem from a 
lager project entitled “Wahhabism in Sweden – Networks, Practices, and Mission” (Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency). The 

panel will address fundamentalism (Wahhabism, Salafism) from various perspectives. How does various groups strive to 
accommodate, or reject, democratic ideals? How do they propose that they should engage with their surrounding society and 

those not belonging to their in-group? How do they disseminate propaganda and attempt to gain new recruits? The 
presentations will address these issues based on material from mainly a Swedish setting, with some outlooks to other regions, 

using a variety of methods. 

 

Exploring the “Wahhabi” spectre: Media representation, threat perception, and the formulation of a 
sectarian other 

Gustav Larsson 

Linnaeus University, Sweden 

In today’s globalised world, transnational networking and the cross-cultural exchange of ideas enable for multi-layered realities 
which often complicate one’s relationship to social categories like religious sect and tradition. At the same time, the overwhelming 
nature of contemporary flows of information makes sure that those who seek to fixate such social categories are ensured the 
necessary amount of data. In this paper, I explore how the term “Wahhabi” has been used to make coherent sense of the 
perceived dangers of Sunni Muslim sectarianism, radicalization, etc., while also identifying the actors to blame. Specifically, I will 
try to make sense of how the term is used by certain Swedish Shiites as part of narratives that seek to identity a sectarian “other”. 
Here, complex media representation of such issues as the ongoing sectarian conflicts in the Middle East, as well as Saudi-
sponsored initiatives in Europe and the spread of Salafi-style discourse, are used to reinforce narratives of “othering”—narratives 
which depend primarily on mere media representation to both judge and foresee certain developments. Notably, specifically 
Swedish Sunni organisations, initiatives, etc., are often vilified based on a logic of “guilt by association”, whereby their often 
indirect and complex relationship to above-mentioned issues is used to highlight supposedly “Wahhabi” (and, therefore, 
dangerous) characteristics. As part of this analysis, integrated threat theory (as developed by Walter G Stephan) is applied in an 
attempt at making additional sense of how perceptions about danger reinforce the analysed narratives. Through such an 
exploration of how concerns about danger and safety combine with the menacing representation of a sectarian “other” we may 
perhaps develop an understanding of how the internet enables for communication which does not depend on directly lived 
experience, but rather upon the assessment of complex social developments through a scattered collage of mere media 
representation. 

 

Minority Wahhabism between the will of God and that of the nation state 

Susanne Olsson 

Stockholms University, Sweden 

Vivid discussions regarding the loyalty of minority Muslims to national constitutions have caused a focus on fundamentalist 
Islamic groups in particular. Questions relate to whether they are critical of democracy as a political system, if they discourage 
people to participate in elections, and to engage politically. A related question concerns the role of sharia in a minority setting, 
related to national constitutions and laws and regulations. For this reason, an empirical study of one minority fundamentalist 
group, strongly influenced by Hanbali and Wahhabi authorities will be studied, focusing on such issues. The aim is to find 
empirically based answers to democracy related questions, or allusions, frequently occuring in European media and social media. 

 

Key Dilemmas of the Salafists in Egypt and Tunisia During and After the Arab Revolts 

Konrad Pędziwiatr 

Cracow University of Economics, Poland 

When making strategic choices, individual and complex players such as individual Islamists and Islamist movements encounter 
a number of dilemmas. Some of the most important ones that they had to face during the protests against Ben Ali and Mubarak's 
rule and after the collapse of their regimes were the dilemma of involvement in mainstream politics, expansion of their activities 
beyond the socio-religious sphere and shifting goals in the context of the transforming relations between the Islamists movements 
and the state authorities, as well as, alternations within the larger Islamist scene (above all relations with other Islamist players). 
The proposed presentation will shed light on the key dilemmas faced by the major Salafi actors in Egypt and Tunisia during after 
the Arab revolts. It proposes to move away from the structural models (e.g. political process theory) of exploring the dynamics 
of transformations of the Islamist movements in the context of the Arab revolts towards strategic analysis of the microfoundations 
of political action re-emphasising the role of human agency versus structures. (Jasper and Goodwin 1999, Jasper 2004, 2006) 
It is based on the extensive fieldwork on the transformations of Islamisms carried out in Egypt and Tunisia between 2014 and 
2016. 
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What is called Tantra is a religious phenomenon that throughout the centuries was appropriated by and adapted to the Indian 
mainstream religions in and outside South Asia. Tantra, indeed, is a non-univocal religious phenomenon which since the 
middle of the first millennium CE spread out from South Asia to Central, Eastern and South-eastern Asia affecting both 

Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical religious systems. A large number of scholarly researches have been conducted in order to 
shed light on its origins through the lens of textual, anthropological, archaeological, historical-artistic, historical-religious studies 

but more rarely combining different disciplines. Recently, a number of studies combining indological and ethnographical 
studies emerged as relevant in the methodological approach (ethno-indology) to the study of pre-modern Tantra in order to 

decipher its cross-cultural connotation. 
Currently, there is no agreement on Tantra’s origins, and what Tantra was before its integration within the mainstream 

Brahmanic and non-Brahmanic religious ideologies is obscure yet. While some scholars claimed Tantra as a mainly Brahmanic 
phenomenon, which was successively appropriated by non-Brahmanic religious systems, it cannot be ignored that a number of 

ethno-indological studies has pointed out that a cross-cultural dialectic between Brahmanic and South Asian pre-Vedic 
traditions stands at the origin of Tantra. The later involvement of heterodox Brahmanic Śaiva sects in the formation of Tantric 

Buddhism is still dubious. 
In fact, there is no one peculiar Tantric religious system but a number of different systems, across and outside South Asia 
throughout the centuries emerged, which have blended and confused non-orthodox religious elements within the folds of 

mainstream religions. Although Tantra found a fertile ground in influencing popular, folk, low-caste and village religions and 
deities, it was also embraced and actively patronised by many Buddhist and Hindu royal dynasties since the Gupta Empire’s 

fall in the sixth century. 
Tantra, indeed, has been considered a vehicle to spread political and religious ideas basing on the fact that its extremely 

transgressive rituals, such as blood sacrifices and sexual rites, have been an instrument to produce a dangerous power, which 
could only be harnessed by the Tantric king. Unfortunately, there is no certain evidence on the origin of this non-orthodox 

practices although they mark a grade of discontinuity with mainstream Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical religions tracing, 
thus, an evident path of dialectic between pure and impure, noa and taboo, orthodox and heterodox, mainstream and marginal 

that has affected Tantra throughout its history. 
Moving across disciplines and methodologies, the purpose of this panel is to explore the multifarious aspects of Tantra, taking 
into account canonical and non-canonical elements through the analysis, interrelation, comparison and interpretation of data 
such as but not limited to textual, historical, archaeological, iconographical and iconological, architectural, and ethnographic 

ones. Pure empirical papers as well as papers that intertwine empirical and theoretical methodology are very welcomed. 
Therefore this panel aims to put together interdisciplinary studies which focus on the dialectic between Tantra and South Asian 

mainstream religions in any geographical and historical context. 

 

Blending Sex and Death in Tantra: Ritual and Symbol at Kāmākhyā 

Paolo E. Rosati 

'Sapienza' University of Rome, Italy 

The shrine of Kāmākhyā (Assam) was supposed to be the eminent yoginī-pīṭha (Dehejia 1986), because of its deep link with the 
Kālikāpurāṇa, an early medieval śākta text that preserves the most ancient lists of yoginīs (54.35–39; 63.37–43). Inside the 
sanctum of Kāmākhyā a yoni (vulva) stone is concealed as the main cultic image of the goddess Kāmākhyā, which was identified 
as the ‘mouth of the yoginīs’, primeval source of religious gnosis, by the early medieval Kaula school (Dyczkowski 1988). 

Who were the yoginīs before their inclusion within the heterodox Kaula tradition? How did they influence the Tantric ritual praxis 
at Kāmākhyā? The yoginīs, indeed, before to burst in the Kaula folds, were a cluster of goddesses deeply associated to cremation 
grounds (Hevajratantra 1.7.19). They maintained, however, a deep connection with the dead world and blood sacrifices up to 
the tenth–eleventh century, when their related ritual praxis switched to a mystic-erotic ritual centred on the worship of the human 
yoni (Sanderson 1988). 

What was the impact of this reformation on the symbolic meaning of the ritual praxis? Have been, thereof, the link between the 
yoginīs with the death imaginary cut? The offering of the ritual victim’s blood and head did hide a deep sexual symbolism that 
was uncovered with the affirmation of the yoni pūjā (worship). The sexual rites, on the other hand, tended to hide any explicit link 
with death, although they were often performed during the night in secret places such as cremation grounds. 

Hence, this paper aims, through the analysis and interrelation of textual and ethnographic data (ethno-Indology), to debate the 
dialectic between sex and death at Kāmākhyā in order to shed light on its pre-Brahmanic yoginīs cult’s roots, which overlapped, 
intertwined and blended with Brahmanism, resulting, thus, in the specific Tantric cult of Kāmākhyā. 

 

Understanding the Tāntric roots of Karāha– An Esoteric Worship of Kṛṣṇa by Low-caste Hindus of North 
India 

Prabha Shankar Dwivedi 

Indian Institute of Technology Tirupati, India 

This paper intends to investigate the tāntric roots of an esoteric worship of Kṛṣṇa by the low-caste Hindus including shepherds, 
and cowherds of eastern Uttar Pradesh, who claim to have been descended from Lord Kṛṣṇa’s clan. This worship, that completely 
excludes any kind of Brāhmanical intervention, is done by a priest who comes only from the communities of Ahīr (cowherds), or 
Gadariya (shepherds) discarding the traditional Vedic way of worship. This worship is done under the scorching sun in summer, 
where the priest praying to the lord bathes from the boiling Kheer (a concoction of milk, sugar, and a little rice), and fries Puris 
(deep-fried chapattis) dipping his hands in the boiling ghee, and above all, for the purpose of boiling milk or ghee, he gets the 
fire from some unknown sources that sometimes appears to come from the sky to the common folk. Everything seems to be 
miraculous to those who witness it with a feeling owe for the priest who is believed to have been possessed by the deity being 



worshipped, and therefore, no harm is caused to him even after bathing from the boiling Kheer, while the same kheer when given 
to the worshippers burns their hands, which also gets cured by the remedial touch of the priest. The possessed priest prophesies 
about the climatic conditions of the region, the future of the devotees, and provides solutions to the problems of the common 
folks gathered from around the places. The priest performs all the acts within the limits of an area marked only by his footsteps. 
The paper is purely empirical in nature as it aims to unearth the facts behind this mysterious worship that also has another 
political aspect of caste clash in India between upper (Brahmins and other elitists) and lower (other backward) castes.  

 

Self and Alien Phantom-bodies: A neurocognitive anthropological framework for the incorporation of 
numinous ontologies in Tantric Hindu ritualisms of Central Nepal 

Fabio Armand 

Institut Pierre Gardette, « Intercultural and interreligious », Catholic University of Lyon, France 

The rituals of incorporation (utārnu)of numinous ontologies into Himalayan shamanic ritualisms represent an interesting field for 
developing a reflection on different phenomenologies of the body. From the physical body of the shaman, formal remains of an 
individual ātmā-Self, we will question the experiences that make it a receptacles for a supernatural Other, those phantom-bodies 
(tutelary spirits, deities, etc.) that haunt human narrative imaginaries. Such incorporations realized by Nepalese jhākris are 
supported by an essential narrative link which describes the figure of Śiva-Mahadev as the transmitter of the knowledge of tantra-
mantra to the first ancestral shaman, the ban jhākri. To cope with the ethnographic data about such incorporation rituals, when 
these shamans may fuse with their tutelary spirit, they can master a ludic-like know-how that allows them to “play” (khelnu) with 
a wide variety of powerful numinous beings, both masculine and feminine. Through these incorporation processes, the shaman 
achieves a perpetual alternation of two morphologically stable manifestations where the two natures, the human and the 
numinous, merge into a single form versus a fragmentation where the two distinct natures remain visible under two Gestalt. 

By replacing these data in our neurocognitive anthropological model BRAINCUBUS (developed since 2011 by Cathiard et al.; 
cf. Cathiard & Armand, 2014; Armand, 2015, 2016 a, b; Armand et al., 2018), we will address the notions of Self and Alien in 
these Hindu rituals of incorporation where jhākris’ physical bodies become the encounter spaces where the Self merges and 
dissolves into the “numinous” Other in a bistable mode. In this way, we will be able to reconstruct the neural foundations of one 
of the fundamental components of Himalayan shamanisms, what we dubbed Alien Presence Sensed from Self Shadowing, 
localized in the left Temporo-Parietal Junction, which is at the basis of these spiritual incorporation practices. 

 
  



S049: Appropriation of Holy "Energy" from Material Shrines in Christian 
Traditions: From the Middle Ages to Modernity 

Time: Tuesday, 25/Jun/2019: 5:15pm - 6:45pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 130 
Session Chair: Dmitriy Igorevitch Antonov 

Appropriation of holy ‘energy’ is a popular strategy of communication with the sacred objects – relics, icons, figures of saints 
etc. – that are perceived in Christian communities as the permanent source and transmitter of power. Such objects have 

always been included in a variety of rites that direct holy power/grace at the target person, locus or object so as to change 
his/hers/its state or condition in a desired way. Appropriation is a manipulative strategy, which means that certain physical 

actions performed by people are crucial rather than addressing / praying to God or a saint. The range of such actions is rather 
extensive. First of all, here belongs a variety of actions that engage holy objects in the frame of the healing, welfare-producing 

and protective magic performed in different spaces: private (the body, the bed or home), public (a crop field, a village or a 
town) and the others’/hostile ones (foes, the others/‘pagan’ territories). Secondly, appropriation is essential for the array of 
actions targeted at creating brandea, the contact shrines, which is, imbuing new objects with the power of the “mother” holy 

thing. 
Trying to appropriate the holy power people seek not only to touch the shrine or to get and use a part of it (which often causes 
damage to the object). A vast number of practices presuppose that the relics, icons etc. alongside their physical/visible form 

possess the second ‘body’ that surrounds the object like an invisible cloud. It is believed to be an equally effective tool in many 
cases to contact this ‘second body’ by approaching the holy thing, bringing it in proximity to or directing it at 

somebody/something. 
The panel will include four papers. The first focuses on the most important types of appropriation in Russian tradition from the 

Middle Ages to modernity and their modifications in present-day churches. The second deals with appropriation of material 
elements withdrawn from crosses and holy images in Medieval Russia – cases that were sometimes confused with 

iconoclasm. The third provides insights into different European traditions of appropriation, including the rare ones, as the 
‘visual touch’ (when the relic was not achievable for physical contact, the pilgrims tried to catch its reflection in small mirrors 

they brought in the church in this way trying to ‘touch’ the shrine). The fourth analyses the practices of appropriation in present-
day vernacular religion of Mari and Altai people – practices that were partly borrowed from or influenced by the neighbor 

Christian communities. 

 

Protect and attack: Manipulations with icons in Russian tradition 

Dmitriy Igorevitch Antonov 

Russian State University for the Humanities; School for Advanced Studies in the Humanities, RANEPA, Moscow, Russian 
Federation 

As the most important sacred objects in Russian vernacular Orthodoxy, icons have always been included in a variety of 
manipulative actions that directed the holy image’s power at the target person or object so as to change his/hers/its state or 
condition in a desired way. Icons were used to protect the home, the crop field or the town form a pestilence, physical or magic 
aggression, to heal the person, to improve the quality of the harvest, to attack the foes and so forth. Since the 16th cent. the 
military campaigns of Muscovite tsars were organized as a kind of pilgrimage - the holy objects that were acquired in churches 
and monasteries were carried in troops as the divine weapon. Brandea - objects that touched or were in close proximity to the 
holy icons - were in a great demand. 
In post-Soviet Russia the traditions of appropriation the holy energy started to rapidly reincarnate . Groups of believers in modern 
churches and monasteries both perform the ritual actions that appeared centuries ago and create new ways of receiving and 
transmitting the holy grace, using photos, glass etc. In the paper I analyze the main types of actions that existed in Medieval 
Rus' and compare them to the ones that are popular in present-day Russian communities. 

 

The drum and the belt on the tree: appropriation of power of sacred objects in vernacular religion of the 
Mari and Altai people 

Dmitrii Doronin 

Research Laboratory for Theoretical Folklore Studies of The School for Advanced Studies in Humanities of The School of 
Public Policy (SPP) of The Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public Administration (RANEPA), Russian 

Federation 

The paper is focused on the different types of appropriation of the sacred objects’ energy, specific to the present-day vernacular 
religion of Mari and Altai people in Russia. These ethnic groups were chosen because of their recent (approximately 200 years 
ago) Christianization – nowadays they have both Christian and pre-Christian rituals and beliefs. I will analyze both the cases 
when appropriation of power performed by the Altai and Mari people seem to be a part of their own mythological system and the 
ones that could have been influenced by the Orthodox vernacular religion and borrowed from the Russians who colonized their 
land. For instance, shamanists in Altai believe that the shaman's drum (tambourine) is a source of dangerous force that is 
constantly pouring from it and can cause the good or ill effect even after the death of its master (shaman). In order to protect 
people from the dangerous force of the drum, man carry it into the forest and cut out its membrane after the shaman is dead. At 
the same time shamanists seek to preserve at least some part of this object and use its power, thus making the pouring force 
controlled: for example, the anthropomorphic handle of the drum is broken out for further use as an ongon (family shrine-amulet 
and spirit-guardian). The Mari also use for healing and protection different objects (towels, handkerchiefs, belts, clothing, food) 
that were in contact with a sacred tree during the ritual of praying. Unlike the rites performed with the drum, these actions are 
more likely to by influenced by the Christian tradition. 

This study was conducted as a part of the RFBR project no. 18-09-00744 «Contemporary practices of sacral assignments of 
social landscapes in the Southern Altai» 

 

Reflecting the sacred in the medieval pilgrim sites 

Mikhail Maizuls 



CEFR, Russian Federation 

The medieval sources mention a wide range of methods used to transfer and to ‘multiply’ the miraculous power immanent in or 
possessed by the sacred objects: corporal relics and images of the saints. 

Most of these practices passed by appropriating a part of the holy object (cutting a piece of stone from the sarcophagus or 
scrapping a bit of paint from the altarpiece) or taking some substance being in contact with it (as the dust from the grave). In 
many cases the clerks bestowed the pilgrims or the sick with the liquids (water, wine, oil) used to wash the sacred objects or 
poured over them. Such secondary ‘relics’ were often believed to contain some power of the ‘original’ and were used not only as 
the souvenirs of the pilgrimage but also as the amulets. In order to work, such substances could be carried, touched or even 
swollen by the believers. 

It is less known that in the Late Middle Ages there was a peculiar kind of the contact relic activated not by the physical but by the 
visual touch. In the 15th century Netherlands and German lands the pilgrims acquired small mirrors used to accumulate the 
sacred 'energy' emanating from the sacred objects they could not approach and touch by their hands. On the altarpiece created 
in 1487 (Nürnberg, Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Inv. Gm 142) where saint Sebald is represented in the guise of the pilgrim 
such mirror is nailed to his hat alongside traditional pilgrim paraphernalia as the metallic badges and the image of the Holy face 
painted on the piece of parchment. 

The belief in the power of the rays emanating from the sacred objects followed the same pattern as the so called ‘visual 
communion’, powerful desire to see the elevated host mentioned in many late medieval sources. 

 
  



S051A: State Handling of Religion and Political Discourses on Religion in 
Russia and Scandinavia: Continuity and Change I 
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Session Chair: Tim Jensen 

This panel on continuity and change in the way(s) that Scandinavian and Russian (and Soviet) states have handled religion 
and discussed religion, majority and and minority religion, religious diversity and religious education, is organized by a small 

research group located with the Ural Federal University in Ekaterinburg, headed by Elena Stepanova and Tim Jensen. 
State handling of religion(s) takes place on various levels and in various ways, e.g. in constitutional and sub-constitutional law, 

implementation (or not) of international human rights law relevant to religion, parliamentary discussions and discussions in 
public mass media, state regulations directed explicitly at religion and state regulations regarding schools and the role and 

teaching of religion in school. 
Papers that describe, analyse and discuss the ways the mentioned states have handled and discussed religion(s) past and 
present are invited and welcome. Since the final aim of the research group is to discuss the possibility of different kinds of 

comparisons between the two 'regions' , papers that venture into any such comparison are also welcome. 

 

Russian Orthodox Monasticism in the Baltic, 1890-1917 

James Matthew White 

Ural Federal University/Tartu University 

Before the 1890s, there was only one Russian Orthodox convent in the Baltic provinces, even though the Riga diocese had 
existed since 1836. However, by 1900, there were four monastic institutions (three convents and one monastery). How do we 
explain this rapid development? What was life like in these institutions? How did they function in this ethnically and confessionally 
diverse borderland? And how did they survive the disasterous experience of war and revolution? 

In answering these questions, the proposed paper will examine the political, religious, social, demographic, and economic lives 
of these Orthodox establishments in imperial Russia, a subject which has not yet been discussed at length in either the English 
or Russian literature. The paper will be based on largely unused archival sources that offer a near-unparalled level of detail into 
the operation of these monasteries and their connections with the imperial Russian government, local authorities, charitable 
institutions, and the communities that lived alongside them. 

The paper will also consider questions of nationality, state, confessional conflict, and gender. Three of the four monastic 
institutions were convents: how did they represent the specific religious needs and practices of women? Equally, they were 
intended, from the very beginning, to be part of the russification project then gaining speed in the Baltic: how did they attempt to 
russify local Estonians and Latvians? What relationship did they have with the Lutheran Church? And how were they distinct 
from similiar such establishments in the Russian core? 

 

Conservative Discourse in Russian Public Sphere: from Orthodox anti-Westernism to Political Mistrust 
to Europe 

Ekaterina Grishaeva 

Ural Federal University, Russian Federation 

It is possible to put forward the three overlapping factors contributed to the process of penetration of conservatism into public 
sphere in Russia: (1) the Russian Orthodox Church’s (the ROC’s) aspiration to influence politics and public moral values, (2) the 
state’s appeal to Orthodoxy and conservative ideology as instruments of self-legitimation, (3) society’s request to the ROC as a 
guard of stability and moral values. 

The research is aimed at the comparison of speeches of the representatives of the ROC and messages from President during 
the period 2002-2016 in order to tackle the development of conservative discourse in public sphere in Russia. 

The analysis has showed that the conservative discourse in the speeches of the representatives of the ROC is constituted by 
three dichotomies: religion – secularism; individualism – collectivism; collective morality - liberal moral pluralism. By 2007 in the 
messages from President the conservative discourse prevails in domestic policy, but rarely appears in assessments of 
international affairs. In the period of 2008 to 2012 it was significantly increasing in domestic policy and rarely appeared in foreign 
policy. President appealed to conservative discourse by repeating “religion – secularism”, “individualism – collectivism” 
dichotomies in 2013 – 2015, when geopolitical confrontation with the EU was close to Cold War tension. 

I argue that although the references to conservatism do not prevail in the official political speeches, conservative ideology is 
deeply embedded into Russian politics not at the discursive level, but at the level of institutional practices. 

 
  



S052: Many Faces of Contemporary Atheism in Central and Eastern Europe: 
From State-Atheism to Apatheism and Protest 
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Session Chair: David Václavík 

The former Soviet bloc states are often considered to be a "homogenous" region with similar problems. These include the 
relationship with religion, as well as dealing with state-supported atheism. In reality, however, it is a very differentiated region, 
with different models of relation to religion and its role in contemporary society. The same is true of atheism and non-believing, 
which were, for most of the second half of the 20th century, state-supported concepts. The upcoming panel would, therefore, 
like to focus on mapping the various forms of atheism in the countries of the former Soviet bloc in the following "spheres": 
- Changes in various versions of atheism in the 20th century 

- The acceptance or rejection of atheism as part of a national tradition 

- Dealing with the legacy of so-called scientific atheism (Marxist-Leninist atheism) 

- Contemporary and historical reflection of non-Marxist forms of atheism 

- Atheism as part of political clashes 

- Similarities and differences with the countries of Western Europe and North America 

 

Social History of Irreligion in Lithuania: Marginalisation, Monopoly and Discrimination? 

Milda Alisauskiene 

Vytautas Magnus University, Lithuania 

This paper will analyse the social history of irreligion (freethinking, atheism, non-belief) (Campbell 1972) in Lithuania since the 
late 19th century to nowadays. Historical sources show that the social movement of freethinking in Lithuania has been 
challenging the hegemony of Roman Catholic Church, seeking to clear public life from religion, requesting for civil marriage, 
secular religious education. The Soviet period of Lithuania was marked by the dominance of scientific atheism in the public life 
of the country although the private acceptance of this ideology considered to be rather low. Post-soviet period was marked by 
new conditions for religious and non-belief practices and beliefs, reemergence of religion in the public life and again hegemony 
of Roman Catholic Church (Alisauskiene, Schroeder 2012). What is the place of irreligion in the religious landscape of 
contemporary Lithuania? What are the strategies of self-identification and relations with the society? Scholarly literature analysis, 
document analysis, primary and secondary analysis of the qualitative and quantitative social research data of the period from 
1990 to 2017 will be used to answer these questions. 

 

Who are Czech Atheists? 

David Václavík 

Masaryk University, Czech Republic 

The Czech Republic, together with Estonia and the former German Democratic Republic, is considered one of the most atheistic 
countries in Europe. Even according to many sociological surveys, much of the Czech population claim to be atheists. The 
question, however, is: what the concept of "atheist" actually hides. Is Czech society more atheistic than other European 
companies? Is not "Czech atheism" rather an expression of something else? These and similar questions will be addressed in 
this lecture. It will aim to show the various forms of contemporary Czech “non-religion” and to put them in the broader historical, 
social, economic and political context.  
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Session Chair: Soi Agelidis 

In Greco-Roman antiquity, religion was commonly perceived as a highly traditional matter, where alterations needed to be 
justified by religious authorities. It constituted a significant part of cultural traditions, and was per se understood as intended for 
safekeeping. Consequently, in analysing religious phenomena in those past societies, there is a certain reluctance to identify 
disruptions, changes or alterations, while the wish, often implicit, to detect continuity plays an important role in scholarship. This 
could be perceived as a structural weakness in the study of ancient religions, but can also be set as an initial point to reflect more 
on methods and aims of identifying continuity – and, along with it, disruption. 

Taking a closer look at continuity in religious matters in ancient Greece and Rome, we notice that this term describes quite 
different patterns and only rarely denotes the unchanged persistence of religious practices and/or beliefs. The wide spectrum 
between continuity, modifications and disruptions can be demonstrated in the choice of locations for cults and narratives, as well 
as in the construction of space in religious conceptions. Since the physical environment changes in appearance yet not in 
localisation, specific places are potentially an important continuity factor. In the variable construction of social space through 
performance, imagination or memory, places – the absolute space – constitute thus an element of stability. The Acropolis in 
Athens was the Acropolis for people in Classical, Byzantine and modern times no matter which changes in guise or function it 
experienced. Moreover, continuity in this sense can be unbound from the actual physical place when this becomes e.g. a lieu de 
mémoire according to Pierre Nora. 

 

Sanctuary location and cult transfer in the ancient Greek world 

Alaya Palamidis 

École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales, France 

The location of ancient Greek sanctuaries was often determined by myths or by their topographical environment. Therefore, 
scholars usually assume that ancient Greek sanctuaries were tied to a specific place and could not be moved. Yet two inscriptions 
from Tanagra and Ikaros in the Persian Gulf as well as a few literary sources indicate that it was indeed possible to transfer a 
cult, for reasons that include the realisation of urban development projects. Moreover, the archaeological study of sanctuaries 
that belonged to settlements that were abandoned in the course of an urban relocation program (synoecisms and metoecisms) 
suggests that cult transfers were far more frequent than usually thought. 

The written sources do not support the hypothesis according to which cult transfers were seen as a transgression, nor does the 
fact that the name of Nemea seems to have indicated the place where the Nemean Games took place, even after these had 
been transferred to Argos. How does the existence of cult transfers tally with the idea according to which a temenos which has 
been dedicated to a deity was reserved to that deity indefinitely? The results of archaeological excavations show that sanctuaries 
were not infrequently abandoned, and that the sacred space could be reused for various purposes. However, this abandonment 
was not incompatible with the respect of the deity, as shown by the identification of abandonment rituals. Furthermore, rituals 
involving aphidrymata seem to have been organised in order to transfer the cult from its original sanctuary to the newly created 
one, oracles were consulted in order to confirm the choice of the location and myths may have been created in order to justify 
the transfer. This suggests that cult transfers were not considered to be outside the norms of Greek religion but were carried out 
in accordance to them. 

 

Cult continuity and place-boundedness – the setting of the cults in the Acropolis Propylaea 

Constanze Carolin Graml 

Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München, Germany 

This paper aims to give an insight into the distribution of cult precincts on the Athenian Acropolis, more precisely the Propylaea. 
By analysing the spatial rearrangement following the construction of the Mnesiclean Propylaea between 437/36 and 433/32 BCE, 
it tries to show that several earlier attested cults were most likely regrouped after the construction works. Moreover, the alteration 
of the building axis – the Mnesiclean Propylaea were slightly rotated to the north – lead in certain parts of the building to a spatial 
shift of areas from “outside” to “inside the Acropolis walls”. The sacred space of some of the cult precincts lying within these 
areas and possibly the cults themselves seem to have been modified following the new spatial distribution. 

The epigraphically attested cults of Hermes (IG I³ 383, coll. 2, frg. IV, l. 124), Artemis-Hecate-Epipyrgidia (IG I³ 383, coll. 2, frg. 
IV, ll. 124-126; IG II² 5050; SEG 30.93, ll. 10-11) and the Charites (IG I³ 234, A, ll. 13-14) are known to have been situated in the 
entrance area to the Acropolis (Paus. 1, 22,2 and 2,30,2). In addition to the unambiguous denominations of those deities in the 
inscriptions, several sculpture fragments can plausibly be related with the presence of those deities. Archaic depictions show 
Hermes accompanied by three maidens, most likely the Charites. In the classical epigraphical attestation, Hermes is grouped 
with Artemis Hecate instead. After the erection of the Mnesiclean building, the Charites become iconographically interwoven with 
Artemis, while Hermes is conceptualised as a solitary statue. The joint cult of Artemis and the Charites is later on even 
epigraphically attested (IG II² 5050; SEG 30.93, ll. 10-11). The worship of these gods continued due to the spatial modification 
in altered combination. The image types developed for the Acropolis setting however, were appropriated for different contexts. 

 

Unlocking the Sacred Landscapes of Cyprus (UnSaLa-CY): Mental and physical spaces for establishing, 
maintaining and changing social order 

Giorgos Papantoniou1, Athanasios Vionis2 
1University of Cyprus; 2University of Cyprus 

This paper aims to raise issues for discussion about the change in the use and concept of sacred landscapes, which were 
originally constructed in the era of the Cypriot kings (the basileis), but then continued to function in a new imperial environment, 
that of the rule of the Ptolemaic general (the strategos) and later of the Roman proconsul and the various Christian bishops. Our 
archaeological survey project in the Xeros River valley, titled Settled and Sacred Landscapes of Cyprus, reveals that these new 



politico-economic structures were also supported by the construction of symbolically charged sacred landscapes. Thus, while 
outlining the long history of the island as manifested from the diachronic study of Cypriot sacred landscapes, we identify three 
pivotal phases: first, the consolidation of the Cypriot polities and the establishment of a ‘full’ sacred landscape; second, the 
transition from segmented to unitary administration under the Ptolemaic and Roman imperial rule and the consolidation of a more 
‘unified sacred landscape’; and finally, the establishment of a number of Christian bishoprics on the island and the movement 
back to a ‘full’ sacred landscape. Moving beyond the discipline of Cypriot archaeology, this contribution aims to serve as a 
paradigm for the implications that the employment of the ‘sacred landscapes’ concept may have when addressing issues of 
socio-political and socio-economic transformations. While it is very difficult to define or capture the concept of landscape in a 
pre-modern world, it offers a useful means by which to assess changing local conditions. 

 
  



S071A: Continuation and Disruption in Psychiatry and Religion I 
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In the study of religion(s) psychological methods and approaches have become familiar tools, notwithstanding the views of some 
of the earlier pioneers of psychology. By contrast, psychiatric approaches have proved less amenable to assimilation in the study 
of religion(s). Such reticence is not shared in psychiatry. There are now enough psychiatric papers on religion, and the role of 
religion in psychiatric contexts, to justify three meta-analyses since 2011. It is notable that the bibliographies contained in these 
papers rarely include contemporary texts from the discipline of religious studies. The unintended consequence of the lack of 
inter-disciplinary discourse is that psychiatrists are increasingly establishing their own definitions and their own theoretical models 
of religion; for example, as a risk factor, as a protective factor, as a factor in medication compliance. These approaches may be 
both compared and contrasted with an older tradition of psychiatric interpretation in which historical religious figures are 
retrospectively diagnosed with various disorders. 

This open panel provides an invitation for papers which address the relationships between psychiatry and the study of religion 
at all levels. The following suggestions provide a series of provocations which are relevant to a consideration of ‘continuations 
and disruptions in psychiatry and religion’. 

* Does psychiatry provide ways of continuing and developing understandings of religious experiences? 
* Have psychiatric presuppositions subliminally affected our capacity to ascribe significance to accounts where visions and voices 
are primary sources? 

* What are the limitations to the practice of retrospective psychiatric diagnoses of ancient religious figures like Moses or Jesus 
or Mohammed? 

* Is the biological focus of psychiatry a way of recognising the ‘specialness’ of religious experience? 

* Can the acute religious experiences of Shamans, Sufis, Sadhus, Spirit Possessed and Mystics survive the reductionism of 
psychiatry? 
* The DSM-5 chapter on Dissociative Identity Disorder introduces the idea of ‘disruption of self’, can this be a useful term in 
relation to spirit possession? 

* What common ground do psychiatrists and scholars of religion share? 

* Is psychiatry disruptive of religions? 

* Is psychiatric theory disruptive of the study of religions? 

* Is psychiatry necessarily a secular approach? 

* Is psychiatry a form of religion in which the disordered are redeemed? 

* Should scholars of religion engage or dissociate themselves from psychiatry? 

* Can psychiatry survive a post-colonial critique of its epistemology? 

* Did IM Lewis do enough in the final chapter, ‘possession and psychiatry’, in Ecstatic Religion? 

* Where are the demons in Foucault? (Midelfort). 

* Do psychological approaches preclude psychiatric approaches being applied in the study of religion? 

* Do psychiatrists have a sufficient understanding of theories of religion to be able to conduct meaningful research on religion? 
* What could psychiatrists learn from the EASR? 

* Are the prophets of today to be found in the secure psychiatric units? 

 

The problem of limits of psychiatry: Antipsychiatric discourse in Orthodoxy 

Pavel Nosachev 

National Research University Higher School of Economics, Russian Federation 

It is well known that in academic culture the discussion about understanding of the limits of psychiatry began in the 1960s, when 
the works of M. Foucault, R. D. Lang and T. Szasz were published. It is much less known that in conservative Orthodox circles 
in these years and subsequent decades, was formed a special antipsychiatric discourse, the central theme of which is the 
boundary between the sphere of spiritual experience and mental disorder. This discourse is formed on the basis of the belief that 
unique anthropological picture describing man as a spiritual being was created by the Orthodox ascetic literature. Today it is 
possible to highlight three forms of antipsychiatric discourse in the Orthodoxy. 

1) Radical. It considers psychiatry as a threat to Orthodox spirituality. 

2) Moderate. It is dominated by the idea of the three types of disorders: madness of somatic origin (which is treated by modern 
psychiatry), madness of demonic origin (which is treated by Church) and madness of spiritual origin (which is also treated by 
Church). 

3) Positive. It recognizes all the discoveries of modern psychiatry and acknowledge its real therapeutic potential, but limits its 
scope to problems of the soul not of the spirit (e.g., most forms of possession is considered as a mental illness, but at the same 
time the existence of a real demonic possession is recognized). 

Each of the forms is represented in the works of modern theologians, patrologists, Orthodox psychiatrists. In the paper I plan to 
consider each of the forms in more details and focus on several key issues: 

- Is it possible to draw a border between spiritual and mental spheres? 

- How demonic possession differs from mental disorder? 

- To which extent psychiatric reductionism may be accepted by believers? 

 

"Between psychology and religion. The contemporary discourse about ‘demonic’ experiences and 
exorcism practices in the Roman Catholic Church" 



Nicole Maria Bauer 

University of Innsbruck, Austria 

Scholars of religious studies observe an increasing ‘psychologisation’ as well as ‘therapeuticisation’ of contemporary religions, 
which is linked to the rise of psycho-therapeutic methods and theories. Religious groups adopt therapeutic and psychological 
approaches and develop holistic-spiritual healing tools and offer it to its members and such people, which are looking for spiritual, 
psychological or physical healing. However, to delineate themselves from socially established therapeutic methods, the spiritual 
aspects of mental and physical suffering are emphasized, as well as the all-encompassing effectiveness of religious 
interventions. 

One example for this development is the exorcism-course of the Roman-Catholic church. In 2015, for the first time, a seminar 
on the education of exorcists was organized at the Ateneo Potificio Regina Apostolorum in Rome, to which not only clergy but 
also lay people could participate. In addition to priests, the course is particularly aimed at psychologists, psychotherapists, 
psychiatrists and other persons working in the psycho-social field. In terms of content, the distinction between genuine devil 
obsession and mental disorders was discussed. Due to the international media presence of the course, the topic of obsession 
and exorcism has become the focus of public attention, at the same time the new popular exorcist ritual attract hundreds of 
people, who experience their suffering as a demonic possession.  

In this paper I will show the development of the exorcism-course with special focus on the distinction between psychological and 
religious aspects. 

 

Sensory supernatural experiences in autism – the role of popular culture in making sense of potentially 
frightening experiences 

Ingela Visuri 

Södertörn University, Sweden 

This paper presents the results from an empirical study on religiosity in young adults on the autism spectrum, in which the 
participants describe unusual experiences that are interpreted in supernatural terms, such as sensing presence, feeling touch, 
and seeing visions without input of somatosensory stimuli. Attribution of invisible agency is here understood as a sense-making 
coping strategy, and it is argued that esoteric content in fantasy literature, movies and computer games explain why these young 
adults preferably attribute agency to ghosts, spirits and demons, rather than god(s). The results both challenge the previous 
understanding of religious cognition in autism, and it is argued that ascriptions of supernatural specialness (e.g. being psychic, 
having ability for extrasensory perception) provide a salutogenic alternative to psychiatric language. 
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Ceremonials and Rites of Byzantine Royal Marriages 

Hadi Taghavi, Ehsan Roohi, Hadi Sabouhi 

University of California, Irvine 

Considerable scholarly research has been devoted to moral, ceremonial and legal aspects of the betrothal and marriage in the 
Byzantine Empire. The limited number of Greek accounts regarding the wedding ceremonies of Royal Persons fail to give 
detailed information on liturgical and ceremonial aspects of this event such as the ceremony’s participants, decoration of the 
palaces in which the ceremonies took place, etc. 
There is, however, an Arabic account reported by some of the earliest Shī’ī scholars that cast new light on the rites and rituals 
of Byzantine Imperial marriage. Ibn al-Babawayh (d. 381/991), Shī’ī al-Ṭabarī (d. fifth/eleventh century) and al-Ṭūsī (d. 460/1067) 
on the authority of Bishr Ibn al-Sulaymān report an interesting autobiography of a Byzantine princess named Narjis, describing 
herself as the granddaughter of a Great Caesar and descendant of Jesus’s disciples. She narrates her story about the years 
she lived in Caesar’s court and tells that for some complicated reasons runs away, gets captured and ends up in Arab 
lands. She is then bought by the Tenth Imām of Shī’ī Muslims, al-Hādī, for his son the Eleventh Imām, Hasan al-Askarī 
and then becomes the mother of the Twelfth Imām. 

In her autobiography, Lady Narjis tells that the Caesar performs a ceremony in his own palace to marry her to his nephew. But 
all of a sudden, strong tremors shake the palace, the groom falls unconscious and the ceremony terminates. Some of the 
historical hints drawn from this Arabic account about the imperial or liturgical rites in Byzantium are scarcely distinguishable from 
what is already known to us through Byzantine sources. This manifestly attests to the authenticity of this account. Besides, this 
autobiography contains supplementary material for Byzantine account and provides us with the information the like of which 
nowhere is found in Greek Chronicles. 

 

The problem of difference: Havdalah ritual among contemporary British Jews 

Katarzyna Kowalska 

The Open University, United Kingdom 

The Havdalah ritual in Orthodox Judaism has always been held as an important part of Jewish liturgy, perceived as building and 
sustaining Jewish identity and Jewish boundaries. The founders of the Progressive movements firstly perceived Havdalah 
prayers as too particularistic, that is why they were omitted in various Progressive prayer book; only in 1952 in Reform and in 
1962 Liberal Progressive Movements in Great Britain they have been reinstated. Based on interviews and participant 
observation, this research paper examines modern attitudes toward the Havdalah ritual and its understanding by the members 
of Orthodox and Progressive Movements in the United Kingdom. Few academic articles discuss Havdalah text from the Orthodox 
(e.g.: Donin, 1960, Zvi, 1994) or Progressive (e.g. Hoffman, 1987) perspectives. Such publications discussing typically present 
an apologetic view on the concept of separation and differentiation from non-Jews. In that context, my research engages with 
the ritual performance, and reasons given for its performance, within the British Orthodox and Progressive movements in private, 
communal and school contexts. Preliminary data from interviews with Orthodox Jews shows that through, contact with non-Jews 
as well as in Interfaith settings, the Havdalah prayer presents a challenge and sometimes provokes anxiety, even for those for 
whom this ritual is unchangeable and part of Jewish heritage. This paper will also discuss the increasingly popularity of Havdalah 
in Reform and Liberal movements. Even though Havdalah has been part of official prayer books, it’s case is worth discussing 
because of the history in the Progressive movements: i.e. its omission, return and growing popularity, including outside of 
synagogue contexts. This paper will present those contexts and the ideology underlying the revival of this ritual. 

 

Body, Vesture and Ritual Gestures: Continuities and Disruptions of the Uses of Kolpos 

Maria Patera 

Open Hellenic University, Open University of Cyprus 

The paper aims to examine various aspects of the ancient Greek term kolpos, particularly the continuities and disruptions 
between its ancient and modern ritual uses. Among other meanings, the term designates the maternal or nourishing breast or 
bosom, the venter or the innards and the fold of a cloth. It is also associated with various gestures: one can unveil it, take refuge 
in it, hide something in it or spit on it. These gestures signify supplication and protection, including apotropaic protection. I will 
compare these gestures to modern Greek ones that are also associated with the breast or the bosom, whose meanings may be 
similar to or different from the ancient Greek. 
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God of small things. Jewish women's piety in Early Modern Poland 

Lena Mari Roos 

Södertörn University, Sweden 

The paper will explore the type of ideal for female piety outlined in the Yiddish manual Seder mitzvot nashim by Benjamin Slonik, 
originating in 16th century Poland. The manual is an example of the types of manuals of piety published in Yiddish for women 
during this period. Its proliferation is both a result of the flourishing printing industry, and an increase in publication in vernacular 
languages. Both these developments are parallel to what occured in Christian Europe at the time. In fact, these manuals for 
Jewish women show similarities to genres called Hausmütterbücher and Frauenzimmerliteratur published for Christian women 
at the time. The paper proposes that at this time in Europe, which was so marked by religious chauvinism, there may have been 
an undervegetation of female piety that sometimes crossed religious divisions. This is attested not merely by similarities between 
Jewish and Christian pious literature, but also by the fact that Seder mitzvot nashim testifies to instances of close relationships 
between Jewish and Christian women. 

 

Jewish-Canadian Women Authors 

Catherine Caufield 

Concordia University of Edmonton, Canada 

Foregrounding the work of Jewish women writers in Canada serves to enhance our understanding of the sociocultural complexity 
that has developed in the context of the unfolding history of Canada. In our infinitely diverse, plural, and highly conflicted world, 
exploring the contributions of Jews and Jewish women in negotiating ways of co-existing, including with oneself, increases not 
only our knowledge of Canadian Jewish life but also of how our country is experienced by those who live in it.The power and 
influence of religiocultural affiliation (which may be externally assigned) carries widespread import in both popular culture and in 
institutional contexts. A challenge inherent to this power and influence are social and political implications of how particular 
individuals within particular communities have understood themselves and their place in the Canadian mosaic at particular 
moments in time, deeply informed by personal and familial histories located within what are often seemingly nonsensical twists 
and turns in world history. Any progress made in elucidating connections between what are sometimes disparate elements in 
the Canadian Jewish experience, from the perspective of women authors, has far-reaching implications for processes of 
integration, but not necessarily assimilation, into Canadian society. This twenty-minute presentation glosses major periods of 
Jewish immigration to Canada and related Jewish communal organizations, notes associated centres of literary foment, and 
highlights some of the key Jewish women writers in each period. This gloss of background lays the groundwork for comment on 
ways in which, as ostensibly incongruous components are pulled together and expressed through the various selected fictional 
texts, the diversity elucidated in the works of these authors reflects and contributes to understanding the humanity intrinsic to the 
continuing unfolding cultural pluralism within the nation of Canada. 

 

Embodying Deconversion: The Lives of Orthodox Jewish and Orthodox Reformed Women in 
Contemporary Popular Culture 

Nella van den Brandt 

Utrecht University, Netherlands, The 

Narratives of religious conversion are often about an intellectual and embodied quest for a meaningful life in terms of faith, 
morality and belonging. Stories about deconversion, or religious disaffiliation, are similarly about such an intellectual and 
embodied quest, but are constructed in terms of the failure of faith, the questioning of notions of a moral life, and the breaking 
away from the community one belonged to. Sometimes, narratives of deconversion represent ‘moving away from’ as a gendered 
and sexualised trajectory. The (semi-autobiographical) works of British novelist Naomi Alderman and Dutch novelist Franca Treur 
relate about the lives of girls and women in Orthodox Jewish and Orthodox Reformed communities. Both umbrella terms for a 
variety of branches of tradition and communities, Orthodox Judaism and Orthodox Reformism are considered, especially by 
secularised mainstream audiences but also by liberal Jews and liberal Protestants, as theologically, politically and socially 
conservative. Alderman’s and Treur’s novels contain stories about girls and women ‘moving away from’ the orthodox 
communities in which they were raised, and these stories reach broad and diversified audiences. This paper discusses the recent 
bestellers Disobedience by Alderman (2006) and Confetti on the Treshing Floor by Treur (2009). Both novels were transformed 
into movies, again aiming at a large audience. The paper focuses on the narrations of religious deconversion by looking at how 
gendered and sexualised bodies of Orthodox Jewish and Reformed Orthodox girls and women emerge in these stories. But it 
also goes beyond an analysis of the substantial content of the stories, by posing critical questions about the popularity of the 
trope of ‘moving away from orthodoxy’ in contemporary Western popular culture.  
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After evolutionism in the 19th century study of religion and a prevailing abstinence in the 20th century, the evolution of religion 
has again become a topic frequently dealt with over the last 20 years. Respective research covers different disciplines and 
perspectives including biology, sociobiology, psychology, neuroscience, anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, archaeology, 
linguistics, and, last, but not least, the study of religion. The evolution of religion is usually understood as the interplay between 
cognitive processes, material objects, cultural meaning systems, communication, and human behaviour. However, the way in 
which mental perception and cognition, the socio-cultural meaning system called religion, material objects, bodily behaviour, and 
social communication relate to each other, is, as yet, widely unclear. “Religious meaning systems appear to link environmental 
information, especially symbolic information, with behavioural outputs, especially social behaviors. A detailed understanding of 
how symbolically laden beliefs and practices that relate to superhuman powers variously affect social actions remains elusive” 
(Bulbulia et al. 2013. “The Cultural Evolution of Religion.” In: Richerson & Christiansen [eds.]: Cultural Evolution. Society, 
Technology, Language, and Religion. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, pp. 381–404, here: 38). The two-part session is devoted to 
recent approaches in the study of religious evolution. It will discuss the advantages and limits of the evolutionary paradigm of 
variation, selection and (re-)stabilization for cross-disciplinary analysis of religion that intends to link different disciplines. 

 

Natural Selection in the Evolution of Religion 

Armin W. Geertz 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

In our recent book The Emergence and Evolution of Religion: By Means of Natural Selection (by Jonathan H. Turner, Alexandra 
Maryanski, Anders Klostergaard Petersen and Armin W. Geertz, Routledge 2018) we attempted to combine biological and 
neurological explanations with sociological explanations of the evolution of religion as a basic type of sociocultural formation. 
Religion arose not because of a narrow set of cognitive propensities (ToM, HADD, etc.), rather it emerged from many cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral propensities that were hard-wired for millions of years into the neurology of higher mammals, higher 
primates, great apes and hominins. Contrary to many evolutionary psychological accounts, we argue that the biology and 
psychology of religion is very old and not a recent addition in the late Pleistocene by Darwinian natural selection. Furthermore, 
the institutionalization of religion occurred not just because of human evolved psychology but also because of selection pressures 
on human populations generated from population growth, settlements, and differentiated institutional systems. In other words, 
other types of natural selection come into play as religion develops in ever-larger and more complex societies. The selection at 
play works on superorganisms composed by individuals and corporate units organizing their activities. Darwinian natural 
selection produced behavioral capacities and propensities among hominins and humans over the last 5 to 6 million years that 
made human societies possible and fitness-enhancing. Once these capacities are part of the phenotype of organisms and 
sociocultural superorganisms develop, biological explanations lose traction. We postulate therefore multilevel selection beyond 
the genetic into various sociocultural levels. 

 

Religious Evolution and the Axial Age 

Stephen King Sanderson 

University of California, Riverside, United States of America 

In the past twenty years the evolution of religion has become a subject of extensive research by psychologists, anthropologists, 
religious studies specialists, and others. Two new approaches, cognitive psychological theory and evolutionary adaptationist 
theory, have been major focal points for research. A major limitation of these approaches is that they focus primarily on religion 
in general—why religion exists at all—and little on the variations in religion from one society and historical period to another. The 
present paper draws on aspects of these approaches to explore what is probably the most significant of all religious 
transformations, the Axial Age of the late first millennium BCE, which ushered in the historic world religions. After reviewing and 
critiquing several new theories devoted specifically to the Axial Age—Robert Bellah’s cognitive evolution theory, Ara 
Norenzayan’s Big Gods theory, and Life History Theory—I use Kirkpatrick’s religious attachment theory, and combine it with Max 
Weber’s notion of an inner religious historical dynamic, to explain why the Axial Age occurred when and where it did. The basic 
argument is that extensive urbanization and intensified warfare were extremely disruptive of people’s lives and created new 
religious needs to which the new salvation religions were a response. These religions provided substitute attachments for the 
social attachments that had been severely disrupted. The more general takeaway is that, although the human brain is inherently 
religious, religions evolve as people face new environmental challenges. Religion is a biosocial phenomenon.  

 

Religious Evolution from the Perspective of Social Communication 

Volkhard Krech 

Ruhr Universität, CERES, Germany 

The contribution presents the research program for a theory and empirical analysis of religious evolution. It is assumed that 
religion is primarily a co-evolution to societal evolution, which in turn is a co-evolution to mental, organic, and physical evolution. 
The theory of evolution is triangulated with the systems theory and the semiotically informed theory of communication, so that 
knowledge can be gained that would not be acquired by only one of the three theories: The differentiation between religion and 
its environment can be reconstructed based on the theory of evolution. The elements of the theory of evolution can be understood 
as the formation of systems. The semiotically informed theory of communication clarifies the conditions of the combination of 
both the systems theory and the theory of evolution as well as its objects. In turn, the combination of the systems theory and the 
theory of evolution can describe how communication – including religion and science – evolves and is structured. 
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Religious artefacts being in a temple or sanctuary are included in a specific religious context, which has anthropological, 
cultural, historical, aesthetic and psychological elements. Its meaning is revealed only in the unity of the components 

associated with the peculiarities of beliefs and practices of a religion. In transferring these artefacts into museum space, the 
problem appears of semantic and axiological reorientation of senses and meanings, which are associated with them. The aim 

of the open session is to discuss actual problems of a new interdisciplinary aspect of religious studies closely linked with 
museology, history of material culture, anthropology, history of art and history of ideas: What sense may the religious artefact 
obtain, when it is pulled out from the religious context and placed into a museum space? Does it lose its sacred meaning and 

become only a piece of art or an object of historical memory? What is the role of the field scholars, collectors, museum 
curators in gathering, obtaining and presenting the religious artefacts? What is the influence of the theoretical paradigms in 

academic study of religions on the presentation of religious artefacts in the temporal and permanent exhibitions in museums of 
the various types (art, historical, ethnographic, interactive theme parks)? 

 

The comparative religion as the method of complying of the first anti-religious expositions in 
Petrograd/Leningrad in 1920s 

Marianna Shakhnovich 

State Saint-Petersburg University, Russian Federation 

The presentation is devoted to the history of the foundation of the first museum on the history of religion in Petrograd in 1922. 
By the end of the 1920s - the beginning of the 1930s, more than 100 anti-religious museums were created in the USSR. In 
addition, anti-religious departments appeared in the expositions of many local history and historical museums. In Moscow, the 
Central Anti-Religious Museum was opened in the Cathedral of the Strastnoy Monastery. In 1933, by government decree, it was 
recognized as an all-Union scientific and methodological center of museum-anti-religious work. However, the first museum 
promoting a comparative historical approach to the study and presentation of religious artifacts was started in Petrograd in 1922 
after the publication of V. I. Lenin's article “On the Significance of Militant Materialism”. The formation of new “Museum of 
Comparative Religion” was based on the conjugation of the activities of the Petrograd Excursion Institute, institutions of the 
Academy of Sciences and the ethnographic department of Petrograd University. A special role in museum creation, most likely, 
belonged to V. G. Bogoras. Based on archival materials, the presentation analyses the methodological principles of the formation 
of the exhibition of the newly born museum, which had very short life of three years, its themes, structure and the selection of 
exhibits. 

 

G.P. Snesarev as a collector and researcher of Central Asian Religious Beliefs (on the materials of the 
collection of the State Museum of the History of Religion, Saint-Petersburg, Russia) 

Ekaterina Terioukova 

Saint-Petersburg State University, The State Museum of the History of Religion, Russian Federation 

The presentation investigates the collection of the State Museum of the History of Religion on Uzbek culture and religion and the 
role of Russian ethnographer G.P. Snesarev (1910-1989) in its formation. After graduating from the Department of Ethnography 
of Moscow State University Snesarev in 1931-1936 worked at the Central State Museum of the Uzbek SSR in Samarkand. On 
his return to Moscow, he headed the Department of Islam in the Central Anti-Religious Museum. In 1940 Snesarev led an 
expedition to Central Asia, namely to Osh region and the Fergana valley. The expedition purpose was "to study religious 
remnants in Central Asia". According to ethnographer, there was covered with legends and stories sacred mount Suleiman and 
residence of Ishān – heads of Sufi brotherhood, descendants of the Uzbek Sufi poet and educator Khujanazar Gaibnazar-
Huvaydo oglu (XVIII century). As Snesarev noted in his report, in the course of the trip a number of "material exhibits" was 
assembled. The collection included religious and theological manuscripts of XV-XIX centuries, amulets against evil spirits and 
the evil eye, heirlooms of Osh Ishāns. The archaeological collection was brought from the expedition of 1940 by Snesarev as 
well. It numbered few hundred fragments of Zoroastrian altars and other ritual objects which belonged to people who inhabited 
the territory of Uzbekistan in ancient times. After the closure of the Central Anti-Religious Museum all these items were removed 
to Leningrad and included in the collection of the State Museum of the History of Religion. In nowadays Snesrev’s collection is 
important material source for the study of the religiosity of the population of Uzbekistan. 

 

Christian cross in Yakutian adornments from collections of Russian museums 

Tatiana Chumakova 

Saint-Petersburg State University (Saint-Petersburg, Russia), Russian Federation 

Yakutian adornments not later than in the nineteenth century. It was connected with the Christianization of Yakuts, who saw a 
strong protecting amulet in the cross. Such adornments testify syncretic character of religious beliefs. Those objects attracted 
attention of ethnographers in the late-nineteenth century. In the Soviet period, they almost disappeared, but they were kept in 
collections of big museums (Kunstkamera, Russian Ethnographical Museum), as well as in Siberian museums of local history. 
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The Dievturi in Two Latvian Republics - Continuation and Disruption within the Dievturība Tradition 

Agita Misane 

independent researcher, Latvia 

Dievturība (lit.'keeping of God') is a form of neo-paganism that originated in the 1920-ies and claimed to reinstate the Latvian 
pre-Christian religion. Despite the low numbers of active adherents the movement attracted much attention, largely due to the 
activities of its leaders, particularly, its founder E.Brastiņš. Dormat during the soviet period, the dievturi communities were 
reestablished after the restauration of independence and remain visible participants in the Latvian religious scene. 

This paper will discuss the continuation of the Dievturiba tradition and how its teachings and practices differ from those of their 
pre-war counterparts, with particular reference to their self-identification within the broader religious milieu , doctrines, mythology, 
community building, leader figures, involvement in arts, political claims, gender roles and environment issues.  

 

‘Till the Stars had Run Away and the Shadows Eaten the Moon’: Druids’ and Witches’ Engagement with 
Irish History, Folklore, and Ideas of Celticity 

Jenny Butler 

Study of Religions Department, University College Cork, Ireland 

Continuations and Disruptions of Pagan history are commonly points of interest in contemporary Pagan discourse and there are 
diverse views found among Witches and Druids in relation to the past, especially when it comes to magical practices. Some 
Pagans claim to be the direct continuers of ancient forms of religiosity stretching back into the distant past, with a focus on the 
idea of a continuous, but hidden, lineage of magical knowledge stretching back through time. Others describe their religious 
practice as a revival, consciously taking inspiration from older religious forms. In the latter perspective, there is strong awareness 
of the process whereby modern practitioners selectively utilise elements of the past, innovatively combining cultural and religious 
elements into something new and unique that can be characterised as modern Paganism. In Ireland, both of the aforementioned 
processes are at work: the community is composed both of practitioners who hold that Paganism has persevered through the 
ages and can be traced back to its religious roots and those who accept that a direct lineage is not possible for many traditions, 
but spiritual connections with the past can be made in creative ways; of course the lines are blurred between these views when 
it comes to specific traditions. Drawing on longitudinal ethnographic research data, this paper examines the ways in which the 
Irish Pagan community engages with the past, focusing on the romantic ideal of a Celtic golden age and concomitant ideas about 
Celtic Spirituality circulating in contemporary popular culture. In exploring the dynamics of historical reinterpretation and invented 
tradition involved in this religious community, the paper aims to reveal the creative and imaginative impulses at play in 
contemporary Irish Paganism. 

 
  



S099: Continuations and Disruptions in the History of Near East Religions 
Time: Tuesday, 25/Jun/2019: 5:15pm - 6:45pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 230 

Session Chair: Imar Y. Koutchoukali 

The construction of the Supreme Deity in the magical papyri: manifestations, attributions, and their 
contradictions 

Isabel Canzobre Martínez 

Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Spain 

The divinities invoked by the practitioners in the magical practices may seem, in many cases, the result from a random or 
unintelligible choice. But in other cases, the selection stems from the convergence of traditions already present on the social, 
religious or magical context in which the production of the texts took place. These philosophical-religious traditions (Egyptian, 
Greco-Roman, Jewish, Neoplatonism, Gnosticism or Hermetism), are the foundation on which a “new religion” is forged. This 
new situation would be the perfect frame for a cultural exchange that will affect not only the magical world but also the rest of 
spheres, particularly with regard to divinities. Thereby, in the magical papyri there are three types of divine entities to whom the 
practitioner addresses: the supreme deity, the superior divinities, and the intermediate beings. The role played by each one of 
them is not always consistent and, in many cases, their features and capacities are diffused or mixed. Thus, this paper focuses 
on analyzing the construction of the superior deity mentioned in the magical texts through its different divine manifestations, its 
attributions given by the magicians, and the (apparent) contradictions resulting from them. To this purpose, the chronological 
and geographical contexts are crucial, since the great interval in which the texts are demarcated (from the 2nd century BC until 
the 5th century AD) determinates the changes and the interactions between the different currents, with Egypt during the Imperial 
Roman period acting as the meeting point of them all. 

 

Invoking Anahita - from Iran to the borders of Europe 

Anders Hultgård 

Uppsala University, Sweden 

The goddess Anāhitā was one of the most prominent deities of ancient Iran. Her cult spread to wider areas, mainly Armenia and 
Asia Minor, reaching its westernmost parts. Character and functions of the goddess are described in Yašt 5 of the Avesta. Greek 
inscriptions, classical authors and early Armenian writers testify to the importance of Anaïtis‒Anahit. The main question 
addressed is that of change and continuity. How much was the image of the goddess transformed on her way to the borders of 
Europe? The answer is complex. On one hand, she is presented in a language of cult common to Asia Minor religions. On the 
other hand, clear correspondances with the Avestan Anāhitā show the survival of the Iranian tradition. 

 

The Formation of Mandaean Identity in the Early Modern Period: a Textual History of Encounters 

Bryce Alan Wiseman 

Independent Scholar, United States of America 

For centuries there had been an extant community of Mandaeans in southern Mesopotamia, living as “people of the book” since 
gaining such recognition in the seventh century CE. Then, beginning in the mid-sixteenth century, they began to increasingly 
come into contact with voyagers and missionaries from western Europe. These Jesuits, Augustinians, and Carmelites, primarily 
under the auspices of the Portuguese Empire, undertook the task of examining these Mandaeans in order to decipher the nature 
of their religion. Previously self-identifying with the Sabians of the Quran, the Mandaeans, owing to their veneration of John the 
Baptist, came to be considered the “St. John Christians” in the eyes of the missionaries. This was subject to continued 
negotiation, however, as further questions came to be raised regarding their status as orthodox, or unorthodox Christians, or 
perhaps not Christians at all. 

Relying on primary source materials, such as missionary relations to superiors in Europe, and especially the “handbook” on 
Mandaeanism written in the field by Carlo Leonelli (1652), as well as the further interviews of Mandaeans in Europe undertaken 
by Abraham Ecchellensis (1660), I will explore the multitude of ways that Mandaean identity was assigned by outside actors, 
and attempt to observe from the sources its reflexive impact on the Mandaean community. In this way I intend to situate this 
encounter into early modern, and contemporary, narratives of identity formation and negotiation within a critical history of religions 
framework. 
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Reaching for a New Sense of Connection? The Sociality of Nonreligion in Europe 

David Herbert1, Josh Bullock2 
1Kingston University London, United Kingdom; 2Kingston University London, United Kingdom 

Surveys show that “unbelievers” have a distinctive profile compared to the general population on several indicators related to 
sociality, collective identity and cultural transmission. For example, they tend to rank family as less important and to identify less 
with people for whom tradition is important; but are more likely to rate friendship as very important. This evidence suggests a 
distinctive, less (or differently) embedded, sociality, and lower social conformity, compared to “believers”.  

These findings kickstarted our Templeton funded Understanding Unbelief project ‘Reaching for a New Sense of Connection’ 
which contributes to mapping the diversity of Generation Y (Millennials) unbelief in Northern and Central Europe. We take a 
mixed method approach, drawing from the European Values Study, 70 semi-structured interviews across 25 European 
cities/towns, and a social media network analysis across six countries (UK, Netherlands, Germany, Poland, Norway, and 
Romania). These countries offer diverse (non-) religious backgrounds including post-Communist societies, (eastern Germany, 
Poland, Romania), environments with strong pressures to religious conformity, (both in the majority culture and minority 
subcultures); in strong welfare state environments and in less secure contexts; in mixed Christian heritage environments, and 
with different majority religious heritages (Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox). 

Key questions we will address in our presentation include: is there evidence of organised forms of nonreligious identification 
emerging across Europe? How and to what extent are nonreligious identities shaped by religious cultures, ethno-nationalist 
movements and populism across Europe? 

In analysing our data, we will bring new theoretical perspectives to the study of unbelief and the sociality of the nonreligious, 
beginning by using Herbert’s theory of religious publicisation (2011), asking whether a hypothesis derived from it – that the form 
and presence of public religion is substantially shaped by changes in media culture – also applies to nonreligion.  

 

Freedom of Choosing to Leave Religion? Research on Apostasy, Leaving Religion 

Teemu T. Mantsinen 

University of Turku, Finland 

In this presentation I will present my findings from my own research on Leaving Pentecostalism, and introduce the new Handbook 
on Leaving Religion (published by Brill in 2019, co-edited with Göran Larsson and Daniel Enstedt). First aim of this presentation 
is to discuss apostasy from a bounded rational choice perspective and how culture and social expectations together with personal 
traits influence the exit and its consequences. This discussion will be an introduction to the second aim of this presentation, to 
introduce the new Handbook and its applicability to researchers and field of research on leaving religion. 

 

The Touch of Luck: a Case Study on the Practices of Touching Monuments in Public Spaces in Moscow 

Kristina Eiviler 

University of Zurich, CH 

As it is known, the cultural phenomena of touching specific parts of the monuments became widespread in many urban areas 
(Paris, New York, Verona, Prague, Kiev, etc). However, in Moscow, as a capital and a place of the conglomeration of people 
with various ethnological and cultural backgrounds, this phenomena gained a much more complex form, and it can hardly be 
labeled simply as a matter of "tourist attraction" or "superstition". As it is believed, the contacts with the statues can bring luck in 
almost everything: love, health, studies, financial situation etc. In addition, some of the monuments have truly became a places 
of veneration, such as the statue of a dog "Malchik" in Moscow metro station Mendeleyevskaya, to whom the passengers bring 
flowers, candies, chocolates, and similar gifts. Moreover, the act of touching has in some cases became a part of everyday 
routine for those who pass by, such as rubbing the knee on the statue of the cross-border worker, one of the 76 statues, for 
many of which is believed to bring luck, at the metro station Revolutionary square in Moscow. In the paper, this phenomena is 
being observed as a specific kind of ritual practice, a communication act between the object (monument) and the participants 
(people/informants), at the specific place. The paper discusses the relationship between these elements (the object, the 
participants, space), also considering the non-verbal communication and types of interaction between different units of these 
elements. Further, the potential meaning of those relations and the discourse used in ritual practices is going to been analyzed. 
The data, consisting of video-material and semi-structured interviews, was collected during the field research in Moscow. 
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The Religious Practices of Saigyō in Translations and Interpretations of “Poems from a Mountain Home” 
(Sankashū) 

Alari Allik 

Tallinn University, Estonia 

In this paper I will focus on the reception of 12th century Buddhist poet Saigyō in the West and take a closer look at various 
translations and commentaries of “Poems from a Mountain Home” (Sankashū). 

Lawrence Venuti has said: “Translation forms domestic subjects by enabling a process of „mirroring“ or self-recognition [---].” 
Focusing on the needs of domestic readership the translators tend to embed a well-rounded image of the author into the text, 
which enables subsequent self-discovery and “mirroring” of certain core values for the readers. In his translation of Saigyō’s 
poems William LaFleur relies heavily on the work of scholars like Yamada Shōzen who have mapped Saigyō’s writings belonging 
to the canon of Buddhist literature (bukkyō-bungaku), which has oftentimes obscured his affiliation to other religious traditions 
such as various local cults and shintō. 

I feel that we need to re-evaluate this authorial image of Saigyō as belonging solely to Buddhist tradition and look at him as a 
creative writer immersed in very diverse practices. I am certain we can move towards multifaceted representation of Saigyō’s life 
and work without sacrificing the image of serious Buddhist practitioner. 

 

The Hole and Chaos - Focused on Snake Myths in Jeju Island of Korea and Okinawa of Japan 

Seog Ju Lee1, Yeong Joo Kim2 
1Dongguk University, Seoul in Korea, Korea, Republic of (South Korea); 2Daejin University, Seoul in Korea, Korea, Republic of 

(South Korea) 

In this paper, we will discuss ‘Continuations and Disruptions’ of religiosity based on the theme of ‘hole and chaos’ with the subject 
of snake myths of Jeju island and Okinawa. The snake myths contain the meaning of ‘hole and chaos’ in actual spaces for the 
residents’ living and beliefs. The snake myths in the two islands located far away from land are understood by the residents as 
the meanings of abundance and fertility in order to overcome their harsh reality. And the sanctuaries reflecting their beliefs are 

Jeju's ‘Sindang (神堂)’ and Okinawa's 'Utaki(御嶽),' which have been naturally formed near their homes. 

In such unsettled environment, they dreamed of living a stable life and hoped for ideal places called ‘Ieodosana’ and ‘Niraikanai’. 
Their hope was reflected in their living spaces. The Sindang and Utaki, in particular, were holy places where they sit alone or in 
group, spoke their minds, listened to themselves or each other, and thereby purified themselves. They were similar to the 
Romanesque catholic church, of which the structure made echoing sound inside. The best site for such holy purpose were dark 
caves or holes.  
The religious beliefs that the people of the two islands pursued were to embrace the existential situation. And the best way to 

overcome hardship was found in Zhuangzi(莊子)’s ‘Chaos(混沌)’ that allows one to admit the order of reality and at the same 

time enjoy it. Zhunagzi’s ‘Chaos’ indicates the transcending of order and not binding to order. Through this article, I hope that 
the meaning of ‘Chaos’ will develop enough arguments about the relationship of quantum mechanics movement. 

 

Veneration of Christian Artefacts, Relics and Saints among the Kakure Kirishitan of Japan 

Kristian Pella, Fumie Inatani, Sueo Kuwahara 

Kagoshima University, Japan 

In this paper, I am focusing on transformation of social culture and acculturation of Western Christianity in Japan. After the ban 
of Christianity in Early Modern Japan, Christianity went underground. There it evolved in a context where Christianity not being 
the norm, and could survive within the framework of approved religiosity. Christian objects have until this day been used as 
containers for supernatural healing power. Irrespectively their Christian or non-Christian origin, kami and spirits participates in 
the world of the living, and function as a unifying force. The Kakure Kirishitan tradition is an example of extensive adaptation of 
Christianity in a time of political turmoil and religious change. Kakure Kirishitan faith is characterized by a belief in the power of 
the dead who are recognized as ancestors, and the following of rituals based on this belief. Originally Christian images became 
protectors against misfortune, sickness and accidents. In a Kakure Kirishitan context, sacred objects have the power to protect 
the family. The aim of this paper is also to discuss why Christianity venerated martyrs and saints in the first place. People who 
set an example for the faithful? How do Christians in Japan show reverence for their ancestors or caring for the dead? 
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The Concepts of Change and Transformation in the Zhuang-Zi 

Mart Tšernjuk 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

If we think about the concept of change and Classical Chinese philosophy, then the first book that comes to our mind is The 

Book of Changes (Yijing 易經), oldest of the Chinese classics. But there is another text, where this concept is equally important, 

namely Zhuang-Zi (莊子). Zhuang-Zi is one of the canonical text of Daoism, the other being Daodejing (道德經). In this paper I 

will argue that in a way it can be said that Zhuangzian philosophy is basically a philosophy about change and transformation. 

Of course this concept raises many questions and can be interpretated in many different ways. My paper is divided into four 
parts: 

Firstly, the term "hua" - change/transformation (化) itself and its uses in other Chinese Classics. What importance does it have 

in other "Hundred Schools of Thought". 

Secondly, how is this concept approached in the Daodejing and does it differ in some fundamental way from Zhuang-Zi's 
approach. 

Thirdly, different (examples of) transformations in the Zhuang-Zi. This is the main part of the paper where the essence of 
Zhuangzian philosophy is under discussion. 

And finally I will try to conclude the paper by answering to the question: why it can be said that Zhuangzian philosophy is 
essentially about change and transformation. 

 

Joseon Jongmyo: The Royal Aspiration for Transnational Confucianism 

David W. Kim 

Australian National University, Australia 

While the geopolitics of East Asia is a crucial issue among those nations (Japan, Korea, China, and Vietnam), Chinese culture 
has been transmitted into the lifestyle and history of each ethnic society. The globalization of philosophy, astronomy, and 
literature (either officially or individually) promoted an alternative thought. The transnational movement of traditional religions 
was not exceptional. The history of Korea reflects that the teachings of Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism have been passed 
onto the ancient and medieval kingdoms and dynasties in which they transformed the local culture and structure. The religiosity 
of national leadership was also increased in the dynamic of Chinese religions instead of Shamanism or animism. Taoism arrived 
at the Goguryeo kingdom in 624 CE. Buddhism was the key teaching for the establishment of the Goryeo dynasty (918-1392). 
Meanwhile, one of the most substantial influences for the Joseon dynasty (1392-1910) was Confucian thought. The sacred site 
of Jongmyo was built abiding by the new religious ideology. That being the case, when was the Confucian shrine created? What 
was the social function of Jongmyo? How was the Chinese philosophy of the religion implied in the royal Joseon myo? The paper 
explores the religio-political aspects of Jongmyo jerye, Jerye-ak, and architecture through the historical figures of Jeongjeon, 
Yeongnyeongjeon, King Gongmin shrine, Chilsadang, and Gongsindang. Further, the transnational legacy of Ye (courtesy), Hyo 
(filial piety), Chung (loyalty), the Samjae thought, and the Yin-Yang and Five Elements theory is argued as the intellectual 
philosophy of modern Korea, shaping the moral system, the way of life, social relations, and the legal principle. 

 

Refining embodied knowledge: Zhuangzi and Spinoza 

Margus Ott 

Xiamen university, Estonia 

In the „Zhuangzi“ there are several stories of skilled performers (butchers, carpenters, cicada-catchers, etc.) who have though a 
prolongued practice achieved a mastery in a certain art. Likewise in Spinoza one moves from the „first“ kind of knowledge of 
traces or impressions to a „second“ kind of knowledge of „common notions“. In Deleuze’s understanding it means to match the 
singularities of your mind and body to those of other things, beings, environments, processes. But there is yet a third kind of 
knowledge, that for Zhuangzi is not a mere „art“, but a „way“ or a „free and easy roaming“. Spinoza calls it amor intellectualis 
Dei, where one does not build ever more general common notions, but from the start jumps to the point of view of eternity, and 
sees all things accordingly. Zhuangzi does not use theistic terms, and also the God of Spinoza is substance, the nature itself. 
Based on these two thinkers I explore the perspectives of an embodied spirituality or spirituality out of embodied knowledge and 
action. 
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The Mariavite movement and Catholicism in Poland in the beginning of the 20th century 

Natalia Vasiljevna Avdeeva 

Higher School of Economics, Russian Federation 

The Mariavites emerged in Poland in the late 19th century. The founder of this religious movement was Maria Francisca 
Kozłowska (1862-1921). She was a nun of the secret monastic community. 

In 1893, Kozłowska had mystical experience. It lead her to establishing the new group (the Mariavites). Its main features were 
mysticism, the cult of the Blessed Virgin, the extremely high status of Kozłowska, active social work. A few young educated 
clerics became its first followers. The community criticized the clergy. The movement became one of answers to challenges of 
modernity. It was no occasional that Mariavitism obtained followers in industrial centres or suburbs. However, the movement did 
not promote revolutionary, socialist views. In general, it preferred philanthropic work and criticism of vices. The declared aim for 
the Mariavites was ‘imitate the inner life of Mary’. 

The Church accused the Mariavite movement in so-called ‘Actual’ Apocalypticism, which asserts that ‘the last times’ have already 
come. The features of Apocalypses, mentioned in the Bible are vague and metaphorical, and radical religious groups can use 
them for proof of their assurance and actions. The official Churches state that nobody can know when the world ends. Kozłowska 
foresaw the End of the World because of its sins, especially the clergy immorality. 

Indeed, Russian Imperial authorities were interested in partitions in the Catholic Church, and the Mariavitism was seen as a tool 
for decreasing its importance. 

 

Modes of the Angolan Pentecostal Church through Africa – Angola, Democratic Republic of Congo and 
Cape Vert 

Natalia Zawiejska 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

The paper will focus on the Angolan Pentecostal church Bom Deus, and its mobility – in the broader sense – through Africa. 
Bom Deus is an African raised Pentecostal church that has its roots in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Yet, its main Congolese 
leader was inspired by the American revivalist movement. The Bom Deus church in Angola is a missionary outcome of the 
Congolese church, however it is nowadays independent, nationalized in Angola and clearly more developed that its former 
headquarter located in Kinshasa. Moreover, the Bom Deus church has expanded through several African and European 
countries, establishing a vast transnational network. However this network does not act as a forming matrix for particular parishes 
spread through the different localities. 

The paper will dwell on the mobility of this Pentecostal church analyzing several issues linked to the continuation – disruption – 
transformation dynamics, like the issue of the authority, Congolese heritage, particular religious imaginations and practices, and 
specific religious ethos. Yet, it will particularly concentrate on interrogating the existing framings that construct the narratives on 
Pentecostal movement that is present in contemporary academic discourse. Questioning the framings is especially valid when 
looking at the character of contemporary Pentecostalism and its fluidity, adaptiveness and transgressing features. Are local and 
global, national, African, ethnic, denominational frames legitimate tools for capturing contemporary Pentecostal movement? To 
what extend are they useful when analyzing the changes, disruptions and continuities of faith in the move? The paper will 
ruminate on these questions using the data from the fieldwork conducted in the Bom Deus church in Angola, Cape Vert, Portugal 
and Great Britain. 

 

Gendered disruptions in the Church of England: The advent of women clergy and the conservative 
response 

Alex D. J. Fry 

Durham University, United Kingdom 

Although now an understudied topic, the submission of women in the Church of England’s professional structures has been well 
established amongst sociologists of British Christianity. Despite a number of historic disruptions to its male-dominated hierarchy, 
such as the introduction of women priests in 1994 and women bishops in 2015, gender inequality persists. Indeed, the evangelical 
network Reform and the Anglo-Catholic network Forward in Faith publically oppose these disruptions to gender conservatism 
and take advantage of the Church of England’s provision for gender traditionalists, for instance, by refusing to work with women 
clergy. 

This paper will therefore discuss gendered aspects of religious change by charting these historic disruptions to the Anglican 
priesthood, identifying clergy opinions at each stage of these developments. It will then discuss results from a narrative analysis 
of semi-structured interviews. These were conducted with gender traditionalist clergy in 2017, the year when the Church of 
England celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of its decision to admit women to the priesthood. In doing so, this paper will 
highlight how the conservative gender values of some clergy have continued amidst historic changes to the Established Church’s 
ecclesial structures. However, it will also consider how the advent of women priests and bishops has disrupted these attitudes, 
causing members of the clergy to rearticulate their understanding of gender roles.  
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‘It’s my choice to live for Him’: Women converting in pentecostal churches in the Netherlands 

Lieke Lotte Schrijvers1,2 
1Utrecht University, Netherlands, The; 2Ghent University, Belgium 

This paper is based on extensive ethnographic with female converts in three Hillsong-affiliated pentecostal communities in the 
Netherlands. Newcomers here are often welcomed with a hyper modern aesthetics and emphasis on individual growth. They 
also encounter a conservative gender framework, often invoked explicitly to mark the elevated status of believers. This paper 
analyses these two intersecting characteristics of pentecostal conversion. First this ideal of pentecostal modern self as 
autonomous, liberated, individual is analysed more closely. Evangelisation is a central devotional practice and moral obligation, 
at the same time as conversion is framed as a highly individual choice. Nuancing emic understandings that considers conversion 
a clear shift in selfhood, I argue that these conversions are non-linear processes of negotiation that is embodied, cognitive and 
emotional. A terrain that is particularly characteristic of tension are gender and sexual norms. Converting to these type of 
churches in the Netherlands is often framed as a step back from emancipation and modernity, especially for women, because of 
the stricter gender norms. In the same tendencies, conservative religious groups come to define themselves via the terrain of 
gender. Beyond a framing of gender norms as either oppressive or liberating, my research material shows how religious women 
negotiate several discourses to meet their personal pious desires, as well as the expectancies of the group. Religious learning 
and gender performances are highly regulated: newcomers are expected to participate in classes and bible groups, often catered 
to create a sense of ‘Sisterhood’ among female members. At the same time, women often experience a sense of valued 
womanhood and protection from sexualisation that can be an important feature in conversion. Looking at the relation between 
individuals and the group, this research provides more insight in the daily lived realities of converts and community in relation to 
gender and sexuality. 

 

Beer, Bayern and Belief: professional soccer players converting to Christianity and Islam in Europe 

Mariecke van den Berg 

Utrecht University, Netherlands, The 

In this paper I investigate public responses to the conversion of famous soccer players, namely Wesley Sneijder (Al-Gharafa, 
Christianity), Franck Ribéry (Bayern München, Islam), Memphis Depay (Lyon, Christianity) and Danny Blum (Las Palmas, Islam). 
I will argue that from a Religious Studies and Gender Studies perspective their ‘public conversions’ provide valuable insights into 
the interrelation of religious, secular and gender scripts in contemporary Western Europe. These internationals converted against 
the backdrop of a rather complex relation between sports, religion and nationalism. Christianity seems generally to be accepted 
as a visible and embodied part of soccer players’ professional selves when playing for the national team (crossing themselves 
on the field or singing along with religiously inspired national anthems). Islam, to the contrary, is more often contested when 
presented on the soccer fields in the Western world (for instance in debates about players’ ability to perform during Ramadan or 
in the case of Ribéry’s display of displeasure after he was drenched in beer by teammates upon winning the Bundesliga in 2013). 
This raises questions about which type of religion is accepted, and under what conditions, in the context of professional sport 
and international competition. In my paper I conduct a discourse analysis of written media and illustrations that address soccer 
players' conversions, religiosity and masculinity from the year 2002 – 2018. I include mainstream media but also tabloids, soccer 
magazines, websites and blogs in the context of France, Germany and the Netherlands. My analysis of this material shows that 
there are four discourses related to soccer players’ conversions. That of resilience emphasizes conversion as a tool to become 
a better athlete; othering emphasizes how conversion interferes with players’ local or national belonging; mocking questions the 
sincerity of their religiosity and appropriation incorporates them into the evangelizing/ proselytizing discourses of religious (online) 
communities. 

 

Re-Imagining 'Keening' (lament): The theoretical and practical challenges of re-purposing an old 
tradition for use in the modern world 

Marian Caulfield 

University College Cork, Ireland 

'Keening' (or 'Caoine' in the Irish language), is recorded in Irish written sources since the 8th century but thought to be a much 
older, oral tradition (Bourke, 1988; Lysaght, 1997). The term refers to a sophisticated, sonic cultural form, which was cried/sung 
communally, in the Irish language, at funerals and wakes. ‘Keens’ were led by and composed by, highly skilled women called 
‘mna caointe’ or ‘keening women’. ‘Keening’ sits on the thresholds of tradition, ritual, performance, music, spirituality, history, 
folklore, community, social, psychological, liminal, healing and activism (Ní Shíocháin, 2018) and although considered to have 
an essential spiritual role in these times of ritual passage, it has been misunderstood and stigmatized for centuries. It was a 
particular target of censure by the Catholic Church (Ó Súlleabháin, 1967). So much so, that by the mid 20th century, ‘keening’ 
had fallen out of favour and practice and considered an embarrassment (Lysaght, 1997). Today 'keening' no longer exists in this 
form, consigned to ‘fixed’ literary or song style. Lament in many countries around the worldi exists in similar such states (to 
varying extents). However, for the past twenty years, the Karelian lament tradition in Finland has been enjoying a revival, with 
the introduction of a lament 'workshop' model, which teaches people the skill of lament composition and has helped many people 
to deal with grief, sorrow and other challenges of the modern world (Wilce, 2009). In Ireland, there has been an interest shown 
in the work of this researcher who moots the possibility of a similar re-imagining, of the ‘keening’ tradition. This led to a pilot of 
‘keening ‘workshop’ held in University College Cork, in 2018. This paper reports on the challenges faced in the attempt to re-
imagine a lost Irish language tradition, as useful 'tool' for negotiating modern Irish life  
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For religious studies margins always have a methodological value, as it is “at the margins truth reveals itself” (Brody 2018). At 
the margins of institutionalised religions sociocultural continuities, ruptures and hybrid answers emerge as local and vernacular 
responses. This marginal sphere of beliefs, rituals and other practices is never completely controlled by religious authorities or 

scriptural traditions. Lacking a comprehensive doctrinal foundation it has often been trivialised and contested as a realm of 
irrational superstitions and overlooked as “folk religion”, “little tradition” or “residual beliefs”. Tensions between the institutionally 

prescribed norms and “lived” aspects of religion reveal the incongruities and gaps in religious traditions. 
This panel will deal with the continuities of cultural idioms, metaphors and narratives of insecurities and life crises in Asia, Latin 
America, Europe and other regions, where institutional and indigenous religions have co-existed in contact and conflict. On the 

one hand discrepant belief systems and diverse ritual strategies make up a vast resource for dealing with crises, calamities 
and tragedies of life and conceptualising them, on the other hand co-existing but contradictory knowledge systems generate a 

sense of suspense and uncertainty. This is often expressed in experience narratives and other genres that apply traditional 
interpretive frameworks on discussing major social and political turns but also personal crises. Such periods of transformations 

and uncertainties have been characterised as liminal (see Horvath, Thomassen, Wydra 2018). In addition to ritual contexts, 
liminality has also been connected with “conditions of irrationality” and with “lived experience”, which transforms human beings 

(ibid. 2). 
The panel calls for papers that would address the belief related storyrealm and everyday life in religious traditions that is 

charged with dangerous and incomprehensible powers – of ghosts, spirits, demonic deities, witches and other perilous agents 
– that both generate insecurity and offer an interpretive framework for conceptualising it. 

 

Ghosts in universities 

Meelis Friedenthal1,2,3 
1University of Tartu, Estonia; 2Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study, Uppsala, Sweden; 3Max-Weber-Kolleg, Erfurt, Germany 

The belief in witchcraft, ghosts and monsters has not flourished only the at the margins of institutionalised religions. Since the 
famed “Yates thesis” it has been generally established that magic, hermeticism and occultism played an important part in the 
development of philosophical sciences in the 17th century Europe. Accordingly the question of magic and occult powers must be 
treated as a non-marginal problem in academies and could perhaps best be described as exploratory research into mechanisms 
of nature that operate with hitherto unknown principles. Brian P. Levack has pointed out, that the mediaeval scholarly attitude 
towards demonic magic was more sceptical and the early modern attitude more credulous. The reason for this could be the 
acceptance of the reality of hidden (occult) powers in nature that opened up possibilities that there might be many more hidden 
forces at work (benign, malevolent or neutral) than we could fully give an account of relying on traditional Aristotelian physics. 
The changing scientific paradigms created at the same time insecurities (both doctrinal and personal), as we see from university 
disputations where such questions are discussed. The talk will look at the disputations that take up the topic of spectres, ghosts 
and apparitions held in the universities of the Swedish Empire and in Northern Germany and how often the existence of such 
phenomena were used to support the claims of institutionalised religion and used instead as a way to disproof atheism. 

 

“God or Satan?” – Negotiating the origins of a healer’s powers in witchcraft trials in late 17th and early 
18th century Sweden 

Marja-Liisa Keinänen 

Stockholms universitet, Sweden 

The courts can be seen as important arenas where the representatives of Lutheran Orthodoxy sought to enforce their normative 
view of correct religious belief and conduct thereby upholding the sacred order defined by God. Those popular ideas and 
practices that deviated from the Orthodox norm were classified as superstition and were to be rooted out. The devil posed a 
constant threat to the sacred order, tempting the ignorant and weak-willed commoners to superstitious acts. According to the 
clergy, even benevolent healing practices were likely to be facilitated by the devil and were, therefore, a punishable crime. The 
accused often found these charges baffling as they themselves saw their practice as an act of compassion empowered by God. 

This presentation will focus on the negotiations in courts of law between the prosecutors and the accused healers concerning 
the latters’ healing activities. The court saw it as its duty to identify the superhuman agent that allegedly inspired the healers; 
was it God or was it Satan? It was in the interest of those on trial to convince the court that God empowered them being careful, 
of course, not to commit the crime of misusing His name. This paper will investigate how the accusers and the accused argued 
their positions. I will look in detail at the arguments the accused used to legitimizetheir practices and convince the prosecutors 
of their good intentions and the godly origin of their powers. Finally, I will give some reasons for the persistence and meaning of 
these popular healing practices. In spite of harsh punishments many of these practices survived, as is witnessed by the folklore 
collections from the 19th and early 20th century. 

 

Mythic illness-agents and incantation rituals in the early 20th century rural Karelia 

Siria Emilia Kohonen 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

In the early 20th century rural Finnish-Karelia, the vernacular culture still comprised several conceptions of different spiritual 
beings dwelling in the environment, for example different kinds of nature spirits. Illnesses and afflictions were usually considered 
as sent by these kind of beings or affected by special illness-agents. Poetic incantations, especially healing incantations, 
expressed these conceptions e.g. by presenting communication with these beings. However, these beliefs and the incantation 
tradition faded away little by little in the 20th century. 

In this paper, I discuss the relation between the beliefs to mythic illness-agents and the incantation ritual form, and how these 
affect each other. The relationship of beliefs and magical traditions in Finnish-Karelian context has been studied before by e.g. 



Laura Stark (2006) but I would like to discuss it a little further. Justin L. Barrett (2002) has proposed that the conception of spiritual 
beings is in close relation to the ideas of ritual efficacy. In his hypothesis, he proposes that if the conception of spiritual beings 
referred to some kind of deceivable beings not resembling all-knowing gods, the ritual efficacy lies more in the right kind of ritual 
performance than in the right kind of ritual performer. 

In this paper I discuss how this hypothesis fits in with the conceptions of illness-agents and incantation healing rituals in the early 
20th century rural Karelia, and how the fading of these illness conceptions affected the decrease of incantation tradition. 

 

Trollkarlar and other threats in the folklore of western Finland 

Helena Karolina Kouvola 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

This paper concerns the vernacular religion on the West Coast of Finland within the Swedish- and Finnish language groups 
according to the folklore material collected in the 19th and 20th centuries from this region. During that time, ritual specialists known 
as kloka gummor or gubbor [Sw.] and tietäjä [Fi.] were on the margins of the society and they remained so in the folklore material 
as well. However, it is possible to see glimpses of them in material that handles folk healing. They were needed in life changes 
such as wedding or illnesses that created liminal spaces in which a person has been vulnerable and subject to harmful magic. 
Even though this region was highly Christianized in the 19th century, we can still find traces of non-institutionalized belief systems 
in the folklore material, such as in belief legends and incantations. Belief legends offer an insight into the peasant culture in which 
the poor do not have enough material to protect themselves against harmful magic and neighbour’s jealousy can be potentially 
lethal. Institutional religion has affected the incantations which nonetheless hold traits of indigenous metaphors and cultural 
idioms that have evolved in close cultural contacts with Scandinavian and Finno-Karelian traditions. 

This paper examines strategies which have been used to regulate the supernatural threat and to protect the community from it 
on the West Coast of Finland in the 19th century. It takes into account both the Finnish and Swedish material in order to survey 
how language has affected the mythic metaphors which were used to protect the community. This research will bring new 
information about the vernacular religion of the Swedish speaking minority in Finland and how the institutionalized religion has 
affected the indigenous mythic metaphors in western Finland peasant culture which has been Christianized for centuries. 
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Russian Christian communities are vastly diverse. Even the dominating Orthodox Church is to a huge extent heterogeneous 
and can represent different theologies, ideologies, and life-styles. The perceptions of sexuality, gender differences and 
hierarchies, family morals and values are oftentimes markers of religious identities. The narratives of sin, immorality, 

abomination, and vice more than anything else employ sexual practices and unaccepted gender regimes. Russian Orthodox, 
Protestant, and Catholic communities have their own understandings of gender and family issues, based on either biblical 

hermeneutics, interpretation of the Holy Tradition, direct inspiration of the Holy Spirit, or clerical authority. 
The session will focus on this diversity and heterogeneity in relation to gender and family values. The following questions are to 
be discussed: What is the essence of proper masculinity and femininity in Russian Christian communities? How and on which 
principles is a Russian Christian family formed? Which implicit and explicit rules, norms, and prohibitions regulate it? What is 

the role of children? What is the role of Church and its ministers in the family life? What are the theological foundations of 
gender strategies and family values? What is the role of inter- and intradenominational relations in a Christian family? 

The study of gender in Christianity is a paradoxically marginal field. The yet existing research elaborates on the concept of 
lived religion, regarding Christianity and gender as practices, rather than phenomena. The narratives of doing faith, gender, 

and family are emphasized in religious communities. The studies of gender and family in the Christian communities of 
contemporary Russia inevitably faces the historical context of persecutions and hardships experienced by Russian Christians 

and their families in the Soviet period. 
This panel follows on the successful session on the unseen forms of Russian Christianities at the EASR conference in 2018. 
The researchers are welcome to contribute to the panel with their papers on gender regimes and strategies, family norms, 

values, and practices in Christian communities in Russia and Russian-speaking congregations abroad. 

 

Fine Bowls and Good Women: Keeping Tableware as a Female Religious Practice in Russian Old Belief 

Danila Rygovskiy 

Tartu University, Estonia 

This research is based on interviews and participant observation in Siberian communities of Chasovennye Old Believers. 
Chasovennye Old Believers are strictly Orthodox and very patriarchic people. They find living in remote mountain and taiga 
villages are the most appropriate for them, as there they can abide by their religious rules which require to keep out of the rest 
of the world. One of the most prominent examples of such rules, the so called “tableware rule”, holds that good Christians are 
supposed to eat separately from non-Christians (who are, according to Chasovennye Old Believers, are all those who do not 
belong to their communities) and use tableware (so-called fine bowls) that are not shared with anyone else except the community 
members. Eating from fine bowls also means for Chasovennye Old Believer to be inside the community, while violation of 
community rules is usually followed by exclusion from the fine bowl. 

The controversial fact about tableware rule is that despite it declares strict separation from non-Old Believers, in fact it gives Old 
Believers opportunities either to abandon or to establish external contacts. Searching for reciprocal relationships with important 
strangers, it is sometimes a choice of men to give fine bowls to guests as a sign of hospitality, yet for women it works other way. 
Women in patriarchal Old Belief are not only responsible for keeping tableware in order, but also punished if they fail to do it 
properly. They are obliged to make amends for defiling bowls and spend a certain time in prayers, even if it was their husbands’ 
request to give fine tableware to guests from the world. For women controlling the tableware has another, more important 
significance then for men and they usually chose other strategies in external communication that could help to minimize the 
possible punishment. 

 

Work, prayer, gender: anthropology of Christianity and the Orthodox work ethic on the Estonian-Russian 
borderland 

Agata Ładykowska 

Polish Academy of Sciences, Poland 

This paper investigates the interrelation between economic decision-making and religious identity within ethnic Russian Eastern 
Christian communities inhabiting the western bank of Chudskoe Lake (Estonia), paying particular attention to the historical 
dimension. The study investigates the patterns of labor and exchange/gender and age in the priestless Orthodox communities, 
thereby exploring particularities of the arrangement between economy and religion in Eastern Christianity. Avoiding simplistic 
explanations emphasizing the absence in the Orthodox tradition of a Protestant ethic based in interiorized asceticism, and, by 
this token, Orthodoxy’s failure to develop the combination of political, legal, and economic conditions that allowed for a 
breakthrough to an increasingly secular modernity in the West, this paper looks at the distinctive ways in which Orthodoxy 
patterned, but not necessarily determined, indigenous conceptions of the relationship between Self and wealth. Inspired by the 
historical anthropology of the former Soviet bloc approach, the study foregrounds the complex – synchronic and diachronic – 
local responses to the shifting demands of consecutive regimes, and studies the social conditions and motivations of those 
responses in looking for an underlying long-term logic. Preliminary research in the Orthodox and priestless Old Believers 
communities of the region, suggests that over the period of life of the last three generations, during which religion was subjected 
to severe political pressures, these communities developed a tacit strategy based on the compartmentalization of religion and 
economy by age and gender, which allowed them to maintain the Orthodox identity on the level of entire community until today, 
despite the demands of the political/economic regime. 

 

Old Believer grandmas in Koyda, 1990s – 2000s (based on fieldwork) 

Natalja Komelina 

Institute of Russian Literature (the Pushkin House), Russian Academy of Sciences, Russian Federation 



Koyda is situated at the Zimny Bereg (“Winter Coast”) of the White Sea. In the past Koyda was an important center of the Pomor 
economy, and it still remains a large village with a mixed Russian-Nenets population. 

Upstream the Koyda river an Old Believer Onufriyev convent (skit) had flourished, before being destroyed in mid-19th century. It 
had a lasting influence on Koyda and other villages of the Zimny Bereg, as many children of the locals went to study at the skit. 
There was an Old Believer church in Koyda in the early 20th century. 

In 1990s a local village teacher took upon himself the role of a religious leader of an Old Believer community. He tried to 
reconstruct Old Believer practices in Koyda, has renovated the chapel, baptized children, painted icons and wrote books. The 
oral tradition has it that he was ordained as an Old Believer priest near Moscow. 

Since 1990s to this day an Old Believer community has been present in Koyda. It is comprised mostly of old women who conduct 
religious rites, mainly funeral services. They look after the chapel and know some liturgy. 

The report focuses on the situation in 1990s when the teacher was trying to resuscitate Old Belief in Koyda, and on his relation 
to the old women who were both his religious mentors and his disciples.  

In the Soviet village all religious rites, such as baptisms, funeral rites etc., were often performed by women. Often the confessional 
identity of these “grandmas” is blurred. In Koyda they consider themselves Old Believers, but don’t know what current (“tolk”) of 
the Old Belief to identify with. The teacher who tried to “cleanse” the Old Belief in this village and recreate the appropriate practice 
there, failed due to the resistance of the existing female milieu.  

 

Let Your Women Keep Silence in the Churches: Gender Roles and Religious Expertise in post-Soviet 
Russia 

Svetlana Tambovtseva 

European University at St Petersburg, Russian Federation 

It wouldn’t be exaggeration to say that in the Soviet times religious life of all the denominations underwent dramatic changes. 
But speaking of the religious minorities, which had been previously suppressed during the imperial period, it is sometimes difficult 
to tell disruption from continuity. The community of the Transcaucasian Doukhobors can be regarded as a representative 
example of such a minority. They have lived in exile in Georgia for a century and a half as an isolated group, and started an 
organized migration to Russia after the perestroika. The paper is based on the field material, collected in the village of Maly 
Snezhetok (Tambov region, Russia), where the resettled Doukhobors have dwelled for ten years by now. Their relationship with 
the representatives of the local Baptist church is complicated, but in fact, they’ve got more things in common, than they are ready 
to admit. The communication between them is possible for many reasons, and the gender aspect of it should not be 
underestimated. As a result, one can witness a conversation, which reminds both of the theological argument and of the 
neighbors’ chatter. It touches upon the gender roles in a Christian family and both parties have their own grounds for their rules 
and restrictions – be it fundamentally read biblical quotations or belief narratives, oral poetry, proverbs and sayings. The case 
perfectly shows how religious expertise works in late- and post-Soviet village communities, where women were bound to take it 
over and challenge the traditionally shaped hierarchies. 

 
  



S007: Saints in the Wild: Wild Spaces, Wild Beings and Religious 
Transformations in Late Antique Christian Ascetic Literature and Hagiography 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 128 
Session Chair: Laura Feldt 

Wild animals and wild spaces feature prominently in ancient Christian hagiography, from speaking crocodiles, marvellous 
bees, and dangerous snakes to the remote but tranquil wild mountain forests of hagiography from Gaul. Wild animals and wild 
spaces play important roles in hagiography that are not exhausted or explained fully by classical historical approaches focusing 
on geographical locations, or by dichotomous readings focusing on wild areas and beings as chaotic, demonic and dangerous, 
not only because such interpretations often leave the concrete verbalisations of “wild” or “natural” components, and their key 

roles in antique Christian identity formation, out of sight, but also because they overlook the ambiguous and sometimes benign 
roles of wild spaces and wild beings. 

This panel explores forms of religious identity formation in late antique Christian hagiography that relates to non-human wild 
nature and non-human wild beings in ways that take the “natural” component seriously in light of recent theoretical criticism, in 
the history and anthropology of religion, of the concept of “nature”. The contributions of this session will take inspiration from 

the criticism of “nature” in contemporary anthropology and history of religions and present new methodological approaches for 
analysing wild spaces and wild beings in hagiography that move beyond seeing such wild spaces and beings in terms of 

dichotomous chaos-cosmos or nature-culture concepts, building instead on recent work on wilderness and non-human natures 
as multiple, in order to address more fully the wild spaces and “multiple natures” of ancient Christian identity formations. The 
papers analyse the concrete verbalisations and the roles and functions of natural spaces designated as wild - remote forests, 
deserts, mountains, islands - and wild natural beings - wild animals, monsters and like creatures - comparatively in antique 

Christian hagiography. 
We will discuss in which ways forms of ancient religious identity formation are reflected in religious texts relating to wild, natural 
spaces and wild beings. What types of identity formation are developed? Which sorts of categorization of the world and beings 

are involved, and how do they reflect continuities and disruptions in late antique religions? 

 

Wild ‘Natures’ and Wild Animals in Hagiography from Gaul: islands, forests and changing forms of 
identity formation 

Laura Feldt 

University of Southern Denmark, Denmark 

This paper discusses approaches for analysing wild spaces in hagiography in light of the recent intense criticism of the concept 
of nature, and presents case study of wild ‘natures’ and wild creatures in hagiography and ascetic literature from late antique 
Gaul. 

Athanasius’ Life of Antony functioned as an authoritative foundation myth of the ascetic pioneer who went into the wilderness, 
and it became pivotal in spreading ascetic ideals and ideas of the attainment of sacred power in the desert space and through 
the ascetic’s body. Through media such as letters and narratives, the desert became an important, and fetishized, part of the 
new Christian landscape in the east as well as in the west. Replacing the Egyptian desert with the mountainous forests and 
deserted islands, hagiography from Gaul contains stories of how ascetics venture into the forest wilderness or seek out deserted 
islands to perform their marginality through spatial and bodily practices relating to wilderness/desert mythology. 

In this paper, I analyse the role of wild animals and wild natural spaces in ascetic literature and hagiography from Gaul, focusing 
especially on the Life of the Jura Fathers and Lérinian monastic texts that bring out the positive and benign roles of the forest 
and island wildernesses for ascetic identity formation. The wilderness with its wild animals, trees, and plants acquires a magical 
power and a status-enhancing charisma that can be transferred to other media (like writing), solve everyday problems of food 
shortage or illnesses and intervene in power relations. What does this tell us of the roles and functions of wild natural spaces 
and wild animals in identity formation in the Latin west in late antiquity, which sorts of categorizations of the world are involved, 
and what does this tell us of religious transformations in late antiquity? 

 

Crossing rivers, confronting crocodiles: The challenge of fleeting space and ambiguous creatures in 
monastic life in Late Antiquity 

Ingvild Sælid Gilhus 

University of Bergen, Norway 

The ascetic and monastic movement of Late Antiquity was projected onto space and became intertwined with the desert 
landscapes of Egypt and Syria. This has fittingly been described as a “mythology of the desert”. Less attention has been given 
to the river Nile, which also played a role in the construction of mythic monastic space. In this paper, the interactions between 
monastics, crocodiles and the river are in focus. The sources are travelogues and Sayings of the desert fathers (Apophthegmata). 
How are the ascetic and monastic ideals projected onto the fluid space of the Nile? What sort of mythic space and wilderness 
does the river constitute? Which sorts of categorization of the world and beings are involved? How do the crocodiles of the 
monastics compare to their pharaonic and Ptolemaian precursors? What is the meaning of crocodiles and of crossing the river 
in the construction of monastic identity?  

 

Wild “Natures” and Strange Animals in Jerome’s Life of Paul, the First Hermit 

Jan Nicolaas Bremmer 

University of Groningen, Netherlands, The 

Jan N. Bremmer 

In Jerome’s Life of Paul we meet a strange motley of animals. In his quest for the hermit Paul, St. Antony he meets a Centaur, 
at midday, who shows him the way (7). Subsequently, he meets a satyr, who asks him to intercede with Christ for him and his 
ilk (8). Finally, a she-wolf points the way to Paul’s cave, who, after some hesitation, receives Antony (9). As they are talking, a 
raven brings a bread (10). In my paper I will look at the various ways Jerome manipulates traditional ideas about specific animals, 



uses these manipulations to give meaning to the various forms of wilderness encountered by the hermits and, finally, tries to 
influence the life and identity of his wealthy readers. 

 
  



S015A: Approaching the Study of Muslim Debates: Reasoning, Relationality, 
and Frameworks for Disagreement I 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 228 
Session Chair: Ricarda Stegmann 
Session Chair: Simon Stjernholm 

This double panel will examine how the analytical concept of Islam as discursive tradition has been used in research on 
debates inside Muslim communities. It seeks to inquire into and highlight the distinctive contribution, which studies drawing on 
this concept can make. The case studies to be presented ultimately serve to enhance our understanding of the conditions of 

Islamic discourse and the limits of what is sayable (Schrode 2016). 
Anthropologist Talal Asad’s proposal to conceive of Islam as a discursive tradition (Asad 1986) has been considered a game-
changing intervention in academic debates (Mahmood and Landry 2017). While Asad had introduced this concept in response 
to a relatively narrow debate between anthropologists, the questions raised by him continue to attract attention far beyond this 

field. 
Generally speaking, tradition as an analytical category refers to a set of “conditions that produce meanings (compelling 
meanings or taken-for-granted ones)” (Asad 2006:289). These conditions can be clustered into three major interrelated 

problematics. First, the study of tradition implies a concern for the embodied subjectivity of believers and the traditions of 
cultivating “the body in its capacity to sense things, to be persuaded and convinced” (Asad 2006:287). Second, tradition raises 

questions about its specific temporality, i.e. how the evaluation of correct practice in a given context draws together past, 
present and future in distinct ways (Iqbal 2017), and under which conditions new beginnings become necessary and new 

stories of the past and future are generated (Asad 2006:290). Third, and most importantly for this panel, the category tradition 
involves the examination of modes of reasoning which enable both argument and disagreements as central features of the 

Islamic discursive tradition. This includes the analysis of mechanisms which regulate discourse without simply rendering the 
tradition uniform (Asad 1986; Iqbal 2017) It also implies the study of what makes disagreement possible, i.e. “some kind of 

shared framework (even when this isn’t entirely clear to those who disagree) that has temporal dimensions” (Iqbal 2017:198). 
As demonstrated by Asad (1993) and others, this approach is eminently useful for the study of Muslim debates and more 

generally, of the fundamentally relational character of Muslim beliefs and practices. This panel will take cases from the rich 
history and present of Muslim debates to contribute to this study. 

Simon Stjernholm will act as a discussant in this panel. 

 

Challenging Asad or: What is Islam, really? 

Michaela Quast-Neulinger 

University of Innsbruck, Austria 

Talal Asad’s approach to Islam as a “discursive tradition” has become a core concept in religious studies and the anthropology 
of religion. Appreciated for its capability to adequately reflect the plurality of Islamic concepts and practices, including their 
embodied character, Asad’s contribution to Islamic studies can hardly be overestimated. Especially his awareness for the 
complexity of space and time and the respective practices is crucial. 

While appreciating Asad’s intention to overcome essentialism and his focus on particular practices of Islam, the paper will 
criticially examine the limits of the analytical model called “discursive tradition”. It will be shown, that while Asad aims at including 
subjectivity, the complexity of space and time and the plurality of embodied practices into his concept of Islam, he actually on 
hidden ways re-introduces a strict sense of orthodoxy and authority, probably even essentialism. In this context, the tension 
between Talal Asad and Shahab Ahmed will be used as an illuminating example of contemporary Muslim debates on Islam and 
Islamic reasoning. 

First, the paper will closely look on the relation between orthodoxy, authority and tradition in Asad’s own work, particularly 
focusing on his approach to Islam as a “discursive tradition” and the idea of an “authentic Islam”. In a second step, the limits and 
even self-contradictions of Asad’s conceptualization of Islam and Islamic discourses will be shown. Finally, I will draw our 
attention to Shahab Ahmed’s approach to Islam as „meaning-making for the Self in terms of Pre-Text, Text, and Con-Text of 
Revelation“ (Ahmed 2016, 544). It will be argued that Ahmed’s concept of Islam is much more suitable to apprehend the plurality, 
contextuality and inter-relationality of Islamic discourses and practices than Talal Asad’s concept of a “discursive tradition”. To 
put it in a nutshell, Ahmed fulfills what Asad once promised.  

 

Negotiating Islam - global and vernacular patterns of religious orthodoxy and disagreement 

Paula Schrode 

University of Bayreuth, Germany 

As an alternative to the dead ends of the “no such thing as Islam” approach, Talal Asad's outline of an anthropology of Islam 
acknowledges Islam as a powerful social construct. His approach implies that research on Islam has to look primarily at the 
discursive practices of people rather than on privileged texts. The fact that Asad situates references to Qur'an and the Hadith at 
the core of his definition of Islam, however, has been criticized.  

In my paper, I argue that a more comprehensive theory of religious orthodoxy has to be able to account also for the more dynamic 
logics and the relationality of social life. Based on various research settings I am going to discuss the variety of ways in which 
contemporary Islamic orthodoxies are constructed and disagreement is articulated. 

At the same time, I will argue that approaching Islam as a specific discursive tradition helps to grasp the recent empowerment 
of ordinary Muslims as opposed to traditional ʿulamā. In quite diverse contexts, patterns of contemporary negotiations of “true 
Islam” exhibit a converging popularity of Salafi style approaches. If Islam is seen as a discursive tradition with rules whose basic 
mastery is accessible for everyone – much more so than some form of inherited charisma or degrees from prestigious institutions 
of Islamic learning abroad –, and if at the same time discourses are understood as arenas, the question of power in Asad's 
definition of orthodoxy triggers challenging questions. 

 



Unity in Diversity: Muslim Debates in Contemporary France 

Frank Peter 

Hamad Bin Khalifa University, Qatar 

This paper examines debates among Sunni Muslims in contemporary France who self-identity as “mainstream”. Building on the 
concept “discursive tradition” as defined by Asad (1983), this paper is part of a broader project aiming to overcome the dichotomy 
of unity vs. diversity. 

Moving resolutely away from a substantive definition of Islam, Asad’s conceptualization of tradition which puts the emphasis 
upon its temporal dimension and referential structure, allows one to think about unity and diversity not as mutually exclusive. 
Rather, tradition can be conceived as regulated discourse (Foucault 1970). 

Regulated discourse refers here to a discourse which – in principle – may proliferate to infinity and which is reduced by a set of 
procedures of rarefaction. These are internal procedures thinning out the mass of what could be said. These procedures are 
observable and can be identified as Foucault has shown. Using material from contemporary French debates, this paper will seek 
to identify procedures of rarefaction specific to Islam. Engaging with literature on Islam in France, I will then discuss how this 
approach could help us conceptualizing the “boundaries” of the Islamic tradition and the “limits” of what is sayable from a 
“mainstream” position. 

 
  



S026A: The Ideology of Religious Studies: Twenty Years Later I 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Senate Hall 

Session Chair: Teemu Taira 
Session Chair: Suzanne Owen 

It has been almost twenty years since The Ideology of Religious Studies (2000) by Timothy Fitzgerald was published. It is one 
of the books that has provoked mixed responses from scholars of religion: while some took it as a provocation about the futility 

of religious studies as a disciplinary area of research, others thought that its criticism of the analytical impotence of the 
category of religion should be taken seriously. This panel explores the impact and significance of Fitzgerald’s study in general, 

focusing on both its current or continuing relevance and its reception when published. By using Fitzgerald’s publication as a 
starting point, the panel invites papers that are examining the implications and impact of such critical takes on the category of 

‘religion’, particularly on how the study of religion is practised (conceptually, theoretically, methodologically), and how the 
institutional settings of the study of religion have been shaped in the past twenty years. 

 

Historicizing ‘Religion’ and the Demolition of Religious Studies Departments: Siamese Twins or 
Contingent Acquaintances? 

Teemu Taira 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

Two of the main arguments in Timothy Fitzgerald’s The Ideology of Religious Studies (2000) were that religion is analytically 
useless (and even harmful) category and that Religious Studies departments could be rearranged as departments of cultural 
studies, ‘theoretically informed ethnographic studies’ or Humanities that studies institutionalised values of specific societies. This 
paper begins by introducing Fitzgerald’s main argument and examining how Fitzgerald’s work has been discussed by other 
scholars. Then it proceeds to argue that, contrary to many commentators, Fitzgerald’s first criticism opens important research 
possibilities for scholars of religion. However, this paper takes a critical view for the second argument, despite agreeing with the 
necessity of interdisciplinary research influenced by anthropology, cultural studies and so on and sharing the idea of having wide 
range of potential research objects within Religious Studies. Finally, this paper opposes the common view that historicizing the 
category of ‘religion’ is harmful for Religious Studies departments. 

 

Timothy Fitzgerald and the Revival of Religious Studies 

Naomi R. Goldenberg 

University of Ottawa, Canada 

I will oppose two criticisms of Fitzgerald: the first is that deconstructing “religion” is irrelevant; the second is that such 
deconstruction threatens the academic study of religion. Prior to Fitzgerald’s work, I found that theory in Religious Studies was 
repetitive and unexciting. Fitzgerald convinced me my perception has its root in the incoherence of “religion,” the discipline’s 
foundational concept. Although defensive remarks about the indeterminateness of “religion” characterize nearly every overview 
of the field, implications of the unintelligibility of religion as word and category are ignored. With close readings of classic texts, 
Fitzgerald demonstrates that mystification of ‘religion’ obscures clear thinking about the histories, institutions, and behaviors that 
the field studies.  

My approaches to the sub-fields of religion and politics and gender and religion have been transformed by Fitzgerald’s work. In 
regard to politics, his writing has led me to understand that the deconstruction of “religion” is significant because “religion” is cited 
in national constitutions and law as if it had a cohesive referent. Such confusion results in tangled processes of governance and 
erratic juridical conclusions. Additionally, in regard to gender, I now realize that male hegemony is supported throughout cultures 
by the nostalgia that “religion” as a reification encourages. Although some feminist theory has critiqued the influence of male 
deities on women, the impact of classifying such beings in the universalized and essentialized category of “religion” has yet to 
be explored.  

These examples of insights gleaned from Fitzgerald are of broader relevance. By revealing the hollowness at the core of “religion” 
as a category, Fitzgerald points to crucial lacunae and elisions in humanities and social science disciplines that assume that 
“religion” has an essence that escapes their purview. Thus, I suggest the reform that Fitzgerald’s work heralds in Religious 
Studies extends beyond the field as it is presently constituted. 

 

The end of Religious Studies (as we knew it) 

Suzanne Owen 

Leeds Trinity University, United Kingdom 

Fitzgerald’s The Ideology of Religious Studies was published the year before I started my Masters at the University of Edinburgh 
and was brought to my attention by James Cox, my supervisor. It led me to question everything I had learned as a Religious 
Studies undergraduate and sparked my first essay (in 2001), titled ‘Religious Studies: What is it?’ In it, I had seen the problem 
of ‘what is it?’ as a methodological issue as well as a definitional one and predicted an expansion of Religious Studies along 
phenomenological lines. Today, while still recognising colleagues’ fears that Fitzgerald’s book undermines the study of religion, 
I rather see his critique as making the study of religion more important than ever, though not in the way I had described in my 
2001 essay. My paper will revisit those early responses to the book (mine and others’), asking if we are indeed seeing the end 
of Religious Studies (as we knew it), and show how Fitzgerald’s critique has instead opened up and transformed the study of 
religion, at least in my own research and teaching. 

 

Religion as the Authoritative Transmission of Tradition: The Significance of Timothy Fitzgerald’s 
Critique of Religious Studies for a Socially Embedded Definition of Religion 

James Leland Cox 

University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom 



Timothy Fitzgerald’s critique of the category ‘religion’ was based in part on the Christian, essentialist and theological assumptions 
embedded in its widespread use among scholars in Religious Studies. Since the publication of Fitzgerald’s The Ideology of 
Religious Studies in 2000, a movement among scholars to dismantle the noncritical use of the term ‘religion’ has resulted in new 
fields developing including ‘non-religion studies’, ‘the world religions paradigm’ and emphases on local expressions of social and 
cultural identities. Abandoning the idea that ‘religion’ must include references to ‘spiritual’ entities, sacredness or beliefs in 
transcendence, however, does not mean that the term should be totally rejected. In this paper, I contend that the study of religion 
makes most sense when it is conceived as the way identifiable communities adhere to traditions that are transmitted with an 
overwhelming authority. This way of speaking of religion roots the study of ‘religious’ communities in social and historical contexts 
by documenting how authoritative traditions change over time while still maintaining the idea that the traditions hold absolute 
sway over adherents. The defining characteristic in this way of studying religion focuses entirely on how communities legitimise 
the authority that binds them together and how that authority is transmitted from generation to generation. This means that the 
study of religion can include a wide spectrum of social movements, including nationalism, ideologies, and localised and kinship-
based indigenous groups. Twenty years on, Fitzgerald’s ground-breaking analysis of the historical role of Christian theology in 
the development of Religious Studies is still important, not because it calls for us to debunk ‘religion’, but because it pushes us 
to continue to reflect critically on what we mean by religion in non-theological, socially-embedded and historical contexts. 

 
  



S027: Postglobal Religion 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 232 

Session Chair: Jørn Borup 

Just like globalisation has been challenged by new political realities (walls, borders, boundaries, diversifications, 
enclavisations) in a post-global world, critical responses to globalisation also affects religious worlds. Reports from Pew Forum 
show more religious intolerance and less freedom of belief, and also religious voices applaud discourses of contraction. What 

could be termed ‘post-global religion’ is characterised by the strategic disruption of existing orders, and the articulation of a 
particularity re-enchantment. Just like post-colonial voices were critical responses to Western hegemony, post-global 

discourses and practices at both individual, institutional and national levels are critical reactions to globalisation, favouring the 
forces of centrifugal dispersion. This can be represented by anti-global religious re-nationalisation, re-ethnification, re-
culturalisation, re-traditionalisation, re-racialisation, re-tribalism, re-territorialisation and re-configuration of the codes 

appropriating religious diversity. It can be seen in discourses and practices favouring monolithic cultural/national narratives, 
minority suppression, fractionalisation, downscaling of religious freedom. And it has increasingly been articulated in ‘culture 

wars’ with challenges of cultural appropriation and religionisation of political, cultural, ethnic or gender-related identity politics 
being turned into sacred authenticity claims. 

This open session investigates disruptive responses to globalisation and articulations of strategic particularity in (the study of) 
religions. The session is explorative and invites scholars of religion to think with the term ‘post-global religion’ through both 
theoretical perspectives as well as empirical cases from around the world. Especially papers related to religious or cultural 

appropriation and identity politics (and their challenges to the study of religion) will be welcomed. 

 

Who Owns religion? Identity politics and cultural appropriation in post-global Buddhism 

Jørn Borup 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

While historically sharing the characteristics of a universalistic axial religion and a modernist grand narrative, global Buddhism 
is mainly the product of a late modern development. Centripetal forces with circulating ideas, practices and institutions have 
been part of a liberal market in an open exchange society with 'open hermeneutics' and an accessible universal grammar. Its 
global focus has triggered de-ethnification, de-culturalization and de-territorialization, claiming transnational universality as a 
central paradigm fit for a global world beyond isolationalist particularism. 

However, such seemingly universalist versions of a global Buddhism has in recent years mainly in North America been criticized 
for actually being representations of particular cultures (e.g. 'white Buddhism') with benefits for only particular segments. This 
paper investigates the discourses of such a new turn, involving questions of authority, authenticity, identity, cultural appropriation 
and representation. It is suggested that criticism of global Buddhism should be seen as typical of what could be called 'post-
global Buddhism', in which identity politics is a frame of reference working as a centrifugal force, signaling a new phase in 
'Western Buddhism'. The relevance for the study of religion is further discussed with reflections on how to respond to post-global 
religious identity politics without being consumed by neither stark objectivism nor subjectivist go-nativism. 

 

Migrant Religions and Globalisation 

Margit Warburg 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

The large-scale, world-wide migration is one of the salient features of globalisation. It is also largely through this migration that 
the major religious traditions are spreading over the continents. The cultural encounters between migrants and resident 
populations enforce an increased relativisation among them. Religion will often be a prominent factor in relativisation processes 
– both explicitly when religious traditions are challenged by intensified contact with other traditions and implicitly when general 
cultural differences, such as gender roles and child education, are bound to religion. The concept of relativisation with its focus 
on culture and religion is a much needed corrective to the dominating approach in globalisation studies by economists and 
political scientists. Economic indicators may for example show that a (temporary) halt in globalisation was reached in the 21st 
century but indicators of global cultural encounters do not exhibit such a halt.  

The presentation will descend from the previous macro-perspective to the micro-perspective discussing relativisation and self-
segregation in two selected migrant religious communities. For most migrants their religion is an ethnic identity marker which is 
preserved also among highly integrated migrants, and migrant religions are often organised along ethnic or national divides with 
a certain measure of self-segregation. This self-segregation represents an anti-globalisation strategy seeking to prevent cultural 
homogenisation. Globalisation has, however, also been marked by a resurgence of transnational, proselytising religious 
movements which usually, but not always, oppose liberal and secular values. These proselytising movements may engage a 
small minority of both migrants and residents, and their activities are a source of much public stir. For these groups self-
segregation is an important strategy for emphasising the opposition to the majority society. Examples illustrating relativisation 
and self-segregation will be taken from Danish Lutheran congregations abroad and from among niqabis in Denmark. 

 

Sharing and Adapting. Local Theological Reflection over Tradition and Belonging in a Bosnian Muslim 
Case 

Catharina Raudvere 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

Post-Dayton Bosnia and Herzegovina is in most respects a fractionalised country. For the religious communities this divide goes 
back at least to the late Yugoslav period when increased political tensions were often formulated in ethno-religious terms and 
developed into full-scale war after the dissolution of the Socialist Federation. More than half of the population were forced internal 
or external refugees during the war and strong diaspora communities grew all over the world. 

The presence of global actors and Gulf funding have undoubtedly had influence over Muslim life in Bosnia, but the Turkish impact 
on politics, economy, life style and religious life is far more significant. Taking its point of departure in a distinction between 
regional, transnational, international and global influence, this paper aims to discuss a Sarajevan case of local Muslim teaching 



activities where references to an Ottoman past, Yugoslav experiences and contacts with the diaspora play a more crucial role 
than the global umma or universalist Islamic discourse. 

The authority and reputation of a preacher/teacher come from a skilful use of temporalities where Muhammed’s community of 
the hadith literature, regional ritual traditions and national history constitute a coherent morality. No doubt, Bosnian Muslims are 
in many respects citizens in a global world but the emphasized sense of regional belonging and responsibilities for a cultural 
heritage make the stronger theological argument. Accepted or rejected, the multiple chronologies define the modes of being 
Bosnian Muslim in the world. 

 

Jordan B. Peterson’s Discursive Interventions as Symptoms of Postglobal Religion 

Dimitry Okropiridze 

Ruprecht-Karls-Universität Heidelberg, Germany 

This paper aims to describe and explain Jordan B. Peterson’s decisive role in the contemporary discourse of Postglobal Religion. 
Peterson – a strident Canadian professor for clinical psychology, an increasingly influential public intellectual, hailed prophet to 
some and damned nuisance to others – makes use of Jungian Analytic Psychology, among other theoretical tools, to argue for 
a conservative spirituality as a bulwark against postmodern relativism. Criticizing contemporary identity politics of ethnic and 
sexual minorities who blame the (post)colonial states for their subaltern status, Peterson installs his own politics of identity, 
gravitating around the individual’s allegedly preordained and essentially religious responsibility as a member of his or her family, 
kin, nation, and culture.  

Peterson claims that the globalist approach of Marxism has led to some of the most atrocious totalitarian political systems in the 
20thcentury by dint of its misguided understanding of human nature, while the academic postmodern successors of political leftist 
movements have destabilized the notion of reality and wreaked havoc within the nexus of individual and collective identities of 
the late 20thand early 21stcenturies resulting in ever rigid echo chambers, safe spaces and accusations of cultural appropriation. 
Peterson’s antidote to this chaos is a reintroduction of moral values with decidedly anti globalist implications (his focus on 
individuals and small units of identity formations) and a prominent religious sprinkling (his grounding in Judeo-Christian and 
esoteric metaphysics). Paradoxically, Peterson presents his argument via the all-encompassing notions of archetypal forces 
popularized by C.G. Jung in a typically orientalist fashion with the claim to universality. In this sense, Peterson’s discursive 
interventions can be seen as symptoms of or responses to contemporary discourses of identity, trying to bypass the conundrum 
of the complicated postglobal present.  
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In recent years, quantitative methods including network analysis, computational and mathematical modelling and simulation 
have taken hold in various branches of social sciences and humanities. Activities and research taking place in digital 

humanities and computational social sciences are gradually drawing the attention of an increasing number of scholars and 
students of religion. This panel intends to demonstrate the potential of these methods for the study of religions. The organizers 
welcome proposals for papers discussing any historical period and geographical area. Topics might include, but are not limited 

to: 
* Modelling of the social dynamics of religious groups and interactions between religious communities 

* Modelling of the spread of religious traditions on networks (transportation, commercial, social, ethnic etc.) 
* Agent-based modeling of the transmission of different types of ritual in a diachronic perspective 

* Extraction of networks from texts, computer-assisted text mining 
* Social network analysis of actors in specific historical events important for the history of religions 

* Usability of conceptual and methodological frameworks of complex adaptive system science towards the study of religions 
* Inter- and transdisciplinarity in the study of religions concerning computational methods 

* Preparing “computational data”; tools and methods for creating and managing datasets and databases aiding research of 
historical religions 

* Comparison of close and distant reading of historical sources in the study of religions 

 

Medieval Inquisitorial Records from the Perspective of Social Network Analysis: Comparing the 
Automated and the Manual Approaches 

David Zbíral, Tomáš Hampejs 

Masaryk University, Czech Republic 

The growing interest in the formal methods of network analysis in historical research has brought into focus older printed 
resources containing structured data, such as catalogues (of artifacts, inscriptions, manuscripts, etc.), dictionaries (biographical 
and other), gazetteers, various structured lists, etc. One such type of resource, widely represented in the history of religions as 
a field, is indices of personal names contained in editions of sources, which may serve for constructing social networks on the 
basis of the co-occurrence of names in a textual unit (page, manuscript folio, paragraph, etc.). This paper will focus on selected 
medieval inquisitorial registers as a test case for quantifying the validity of this method through the comparison of networks 
validated by manual coding with those created automatically on the basis of name co-occurrence. The aim is to show that this 
seemingly rather rough method can produce comparatively valid outputs if used with discernment and in an iterative way, where 
the exploration of the outputs helps to fine-tune the initial index of persons and the process of network construction. Another 
point will be that the validity also depends largely on the kind of research question such an automatically constructed network is 
used to answer. Finally, the paper will demonstrate that empirical comparison between the outcomes of the manual and the 
automated approaches is not always in favour of the manual one, as we might expect; in fact, the automated procedure allows 
some errors typical of human coders to be avoided. 

 

Social Network Analysis of Religious Nonconformism Based on the Records of the Episcopal 
Investigations of Lollards in Coventry in 1486-1522 

Jan Král 

Masarykova univerzita, Czech Republic 

This paper will analyse the Lollard network in the English city of Coventry between 1486 and 1522, as mapped in the registers 
of the bishops John Hales and Geoffrey Blyth and the Lichfield Court Book. This Lollard network is viewed through the lens of 
social network analysis, which means that individual suspects are represented by nodes and every interaction mentioned in the 
sources, as well as each relationship between the suspects, is viewed as an edge. Special attention will be paid to demographic 
characteristics, mainly gender, age, and occupation of the individual suspects. These characteristics have already been explored 
within the context of Lollardy; however, social network analysis can measure their relative importance on the basis of the edges 
and their attributes. This importance of individual people, but also of gender, age class, and occupation, will be measured by 
degree centrality, involvement degree, eigencentrality, and betweenness centrality. The paper will explore the whole network, 
and, in the smaller context of Coventry, test statements such as those postulating that mostly men, older people, and artisans 
carried the greatest importance among the Lollards, or that Lollards mainly consisted of middle to lower class people. The 
importance of these social classes will be examined as well. 

 

Extraction of networks from texts, modelling of the sustenance of religious traditions through social 
network analysis of actors 

Iain Eric Riddell 

University of Leicester, United Kingdom 

Apart from the well regarded Clergy of the Church of England database, CCEd, the bulk of the analysis of the nineteenth-century 
Anglican church, as an institution is mediated through actor-artefacts, letters, diaries, writings and treatises. A bespoke database 
of clerical careers 1560-1835 CCEd is structured on the formal records. The church as a network of officials, priests and 
appointments, hierarchical roles, was also recorded in: directories, newspaper notices, The Gazetteers, University alumni 
records. These resources can be combined with the enumeration and general population records to achieve a large-scale 
network of personalities, appointments, and promotions across a priest’s life-arc and through the hierarchy of the institution into 
the twentieth century. Following a reflection on the products of digitisation and data management from which an Anglican 
historical network can be synergised, the presentation will report on Anglican kinship behaviours. 



A Gephi processing of 150 Anglican priests reveal social network that can be mapped as familial and factional kin networks 
linked to individuals’ faith positions within the complexity of Anglican conformity and, hierarchal and state politics. With 
Schneiderian theories of kinship of reciprocity and mutuality brought to bear, fresh theorisations as to exercise and manifestation 
of social power and capital can be considered. For example, inter-generational strategies for the longevity of the internal church 
traditions such as Anglo-Catholicism can be examined. 

From a perspective of the church as a dynamic social framework, derived from institutional and wider resources, ecclesiastical 
joint kinship endeavours can be retrieved. Data frameworks that consider; diocese, rural, suburban, urban, income, status, 
patronage type, familial context, political connectivity reveal kinship patterns within clerical career paths and factional groupings. 
Manoeuvres for promotion, the balancing of confessional interest, the reinforcement of political connections are all accessible 
through the historical network analysis of Anglican kinships in and out of the church institutions.  

 

Digital Revival of a Danish 'Secular Saint'. A Scientific Scholar of Religions’ Concerns Regarding the 
Creation of an Articifial Intelligence 

Katrine Baunvig 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

Nikolai Frederik Severin Grundtvig (1783-1872) was a “graphomanic” pastor, pedagogue, politician and polyglot; his language, 
individual texts and thoughts have had considerable impact on Danish national identity. He was hyperactive as a poet, as a 
scholar, and as a polemic columnist. Today he is considered one of the most important characters of 19th century Danish 
intellectual activity – more important even than his contemporaries, Søren A. Kierkegaard (1813-1855) and H.C. Andersen (1805-
1875). Influenced by the Romantic Movement, Grundtvig is perceived to be a central agent in the construction of a modern 
Danish cultural identity focused on encompassing every social stratum in the socially revolutionary 19th century. 

As such, Grundtvig has gained the position of a founding father, a 'secular saint', and is referenced within the manifestos of all 
the main political parties represented in parliament with the exception of one. Grundtvig is an integral part of Danish cultural self-
understanding and his work is part of the Danish Ministry of Education’s list over important historical roots of Danish democracy. 
Thus, to no surprise the Danish government supports the project of preserving the Grundtvig authorship through digitization. The 
task is undertaken by the Grundtvig Study Centre at Aarhus University and scheduled to be completed in 2030. 

Through the lens of core concepts within the study of religions such as ‘civil religion’ and ‘hagiography’, this paper explores 
technical and hermeneutical concerns regarding the digital revival of a central cultural persona through computational learning - 
that is, the creation of a Grundtvig 'bot' and AI. 
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The aim of the panel is to examine the way indigenous religions interact with the political amongst a variety of community 
actors, national governments, and transnational bodies. While one can argue that the very idea of ‘indigenous’ is entangled 

with the political imagination of peoplehood, we need also to recognise that separating the conceptual and practical terrains of 
religion and politics into useful spheres of action, and examining the overlaps carefully, can make certain claims to rights, self-

determination, and cultural distinctness possible. It is in these binaries, excesses, in-betweenness, and in the marriage of 
religion and politics that indigeneity can be a useful heuristic device to think with. The panel is comparative and international in 
scope. It highlights the different textures of these patterns and asks to what extent can scholars of indigenous religions benefit 

from a cross-cultural understanding of indigenous religions and politics, while evaluating its crucial place in research and 
teaching. The panel builds on a larger project Indigenous Religion(s): Local Grounds, Global Networks (2015-2019), funded by 

the Norwegian Research Council, and seeks to expand both the geographical remit of the project and include understudied 
themes. 

The purpose of this panel is to engage with the issue of indigenous religions and its interactions with the political imagination 
by focusing on the following aspects: 

* What role do they play in issues surrounding land, resources, and customary rights? 
* What role do they play in expressing cultural distinctiveness through festivals or events? 

* What role do they play in branding indigenous identity for tourism or community development vis-à-vis private companies, 
non-governmental or aid organisations? 

* What new forms of indigenous religions are envisioned through the interplay with tradition and modernity, particularly as they 
seek to engage with ‘authenticity’? 

* Is it possible to develop distinct methodological tools to study indigenous religions that depart from the dominant model of the 
insider/outsider debate? 

* How can we understand the mediatory role objects and artefacts play in understanding indigenous designs, patterns and 
social weaves, both in everyday performances and their capture in state museums, institutions, and exhibitions? 

 

Sami-Naga connections: Indigenous friendships across Northern Norway and Northeast India 

Siv Ellen Kraft1, Arkotong Longkumer2 
1UiT. The Arctic University of Norway, Norway; 2University of Edinburgh, Scotland 

In the wake of the Vietnam War in 1974 and sparked by a vision of a “new Asia and a new world”, a group of young students 
embarked on a world tour with the musical “Song of Asia”. Among them was Visier Sanyü from Nagaland. The tour proved life 
changing, connecting him with several people, one of whom was a young Sami art-student Hans Ragnar Mathisen. This 
connection is at the heart of this presentation. It will explore the idea of ‘indigenous friendships’ that crosses continents and 
contexts, with its abiding concern for solidarity and ‘cultural intimacy’ (Herzfeld 1997). These moments of ‘intimacy’ do not occur 
in the institutional corridors of power, nor in the networks that air complicated grievances of cultural and national rights, but in 
the moments of ‘common sociality’ – through letters, through words, through art, through memoires, through song, through 
ceremonies, and through memories that speak to the domain of human life and its infinite possibilities. It is in tracing these 
intimacies, these archives, we suggest, lies the social biography of power and the capacity to cultivate friendships – against all 
odds – over the longue durée and over vast stretches of land.  

 

Contesting Adivasi Identity in the Rathvistar (Gujarat): Religion, Politics, and the Social Imaginary 

Gregory D. Alles 

McDaniel College, United States of America 

While indigenous peoples in some parts of the world have been wrestling recently with issues of indigenous sovereignty, for the 
Rathvas of Eastern Gujarat, 2018 could be called the year of indigenous identity. It began in the middle of January at the Adivasi 
Mahasanmelan in Rajpipla with the stoning of the state minister for tribal affairs for proposing that the category of tribal be 
broadened. Subsequent highlights included: a bandh (strike) in March that shut down Chhotaudepur district, where the heaviest 
concentration of Rathvas live, in protest against efforts to declassify Rathvas as a Scheduled Tribe; the founding of the Rathsena 
in June, to promote Rathva well-being and resolve questions of Rathva identity; festive, district-wide celebrations of the U.N.’s 
International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples in August; a four-day public seminar on Adivasi identity and culture at the 
Don Bosco school, Chhotaudepur, in September; an agreement, signed on October 21 by all Rathva politicians, including a 
member of India’s upper house, the Rajya Sabha, not to participate in any party politics until the issue of Rathva identity is 
resolved once and for all; and celebrations on November 14 of the birth anniversary of Birsa Munda (1875–1900), who, although 
he lived in what is now Jharkhand, has become an icon of Adivasi identity in this part of Gujarat. In these events Adivasi 
(“indigenous”) functions not as a term of analytical art but as a designation of identity to which the local community is intensely 
committed. The result has been a complicated and dynamic interaction of politics and the social imaginary at local, national, and 
transnational levels. The role of religion in these interactions is complex but muted. It provides emblems for uniting Rathvas and 
marking their identity as Adivasis, but it also carries the potential to fracture the community. 

 

Yhyakh: from a ritual to a national day of Sakha people, North-East Russia 

Liudmila Nikanorova 

The Arctic University of Tromsø, Norway 

Sakha are Turkic speaking people who live mainly in the Sakha Republic, which is situated in the northeast of Siberia, Russia. 
The very first sources about Sakha people from the 17th century contain descriptions of Yhyakh. This has given a room for 
perceiving Yhyakh as an ancient practice or as an event that had existed since times immemorial. Yhyakh has been celebrated 
to the various extent and forms for almost 400 years largely depending on the political situation in Russia. 

Sakha gained sovereignty in 1991, which resulted in the establishment of the Sakha Parliament, the adoption of a Sakha 
Constitution, and recognition of Sakha as an official language within the republic. At the same time, Yhyakh was recognized as 



the national day of Sakha people. Within a few years, it developed into a massive event, rich in performances, ceremonies, 
entertaining shows, political speeches and sports competitions. 

My study explores the articulations, performances, and translations of ‘religion’ and ‘indigeneity’ Yhyakh. A number of 
ethnographic materials, scholars and promoters of the events describe yhyakh as a ‘ritual’, as well as some of its visitors. At the 
same time, the focus of Sakha authorities on the national consciousness of Sakha, promotes the event as the ‘national holiday’ 
of Sakha. In my paper, I discuss the role of Yhyakh in expressing Sakha national identity. 

The paper is based on the ethnographic fieldwork at Tuymaada Yhyakh conducted in a period of 2016-2018 in Yakutsk. 
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In the contemporary era, fundamentalist Islam has been on the rise for several years, expressed in movements such as the 
Islamic State and al-Qaida. It is also a version of Islam that has expanded in minority settings, where people attempt to 

accommodate a fundamentalist life style and interpretation in largely secular and liberal surroundings. Papers stem from a 
lager project entitled “Wahhabism in Sweden – Networks, Practices, and Mission” (Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency). The 

panel will address fundamentalism (Wahhabism, Salafism) from various perspectives. How does various groups strive to 
accommodate, or reject, democratic ideals? How do they propose that they should engage with their surrounding society and 

those not belonging to their in-group? How do they disseminate propaganda and attempt to gain new recruits? The 
presentations will address these issues based on material from mainly a Swedish setting, with some outlooks to other regions, 

using a variety of methods. 

 

Radicalisation among Swedish Muslim Youth 

Anne Sofie Roald 

Malmö University, Sweden 

Radicalisation among Swedish Muslim youth 

Anne Sofie Roald. Professor Malmö University 

This study deals with aspects which can lead to radicalisation in Muslim Youth in minority communities in Sweden. Much research 
deal with how majority society’s dealing with Islam and Muslims influence radicalisation processes among Muslim youth. Previous 
research, particularly in psychology/psychiatry, highlight adolescent factors such as psychological vulnerability: depression 
including death-wish; and social factors, such as family dysfunction and discrimination, as crucial. The present study takes a 
minority perspective looking into how Muslim communities’ relation to majority society is a further risk factor as it comes to Muslim 
youth’s radicalisation. By looking at the development of Islamic ideas in Swedish society from the 1980ties, when Muslim 
refugees from Arab-lingual countries started to come to Sweden, and onwards, it seems that there is a link between how in the 
migration process, Islamic leaders became influenced by Wahhabi literature, overflowing many of the Islamic associations at 
that time, and the present tendency to many immigrant Muslims distancing themselves from Swedish society. Although this 
distance between majority society and many Muslim communities has various reasons, this study will look into the particular 
aspect of self-distance and analyse it in relation to identity confusion as an important aspect of radicalisation among Muslim 
youth. 

 

Collecting and analyzing data on Wahhabi/Salafi missionary activities in Sweden. A digital humanities 
approach 

Jonas Svensson 

Linnaeus University, Sweden 

The use of computer-aided methods for collecting, structuring and analyzing data relevant to the study of religions is expanding, 
but slowly. The presentation will exemplify how even rudimentary skills in computer-aided methods and access to freely available 
software can aid the researcher in the field in both the collection and the analysis of large sets of relevant data. The case is one 
of Islamic religious missionary activity and relates to an ongoing research project on Wahhabi/Salafi propaganda in Sweden 
headed by Professor Susanne Olsson at Stockholm University.  

The presentation will focus on a few examples how different kinds of data relevant to the above-mentioned project have been 
collected and organized through computer aided methods, and how the data thus collected have been used for further analysis 
informed by questions generated within a framework of the humanistic study of Islam. 

 

The Methods and Topics of Conversation Supporting the Deradicalization and Disengagement of 
Islamists Based on the Practices of Six European Countries 

Heidi Maiberg 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Europe is facing increasing pressure to provide successful solutions for reintegrating returning Islamic fighters and detainees 
today and in upcoming years. Although several ways of supporting the deradicalization and disengagement of extremists are 
currently in use, there is no updated overview of them. As the impact assessment is lacking, there is no firm understanding of 
effective methods.This analysis is helping to provide a summary of methods in use. 

The referred information is mainly sourced from interviews carried out with scientists, social workers, public servants and 
counsellors working in this field at a local and European Union level: altogether 21 people from Germany, Austria, the 
Netherlands, Finland, Sweden, the United Kingdom and Estonia. 

There were three primary findings:  

 The methods used should depend on the needs of individual.  

Mapping the needs of the individual should be carried out and the results taken into account while choosing the methods. 

 The main methods in use are mentoring, providing socio-economic aid, and psychological and religious 
counselling. 

There are several activities within the mentioned methods. Socio-economic aid includes support for entering the labour market 
and the education system. Religious and psychological counselling for finding a new congregation, a new contact network and 
leisure time activities are also included. 

 The conversation topics addressed during activities cover questions about identity, belonging and religion. 



The main goal of the conversations during the activities is to support the extremist to gain new approaches and perspectives. 
Conversations with a mentor are also about foreign politics, nonviolent organisations to join and the person’s connection with 
their country of residence. 

The results show that there are various methods in use to support the reintegration of extremists, which include conversations 
helping the individual to gain new perspectives. In order to sustain the reintegration of extremists, an individual approach is 
necessary, method-wise. 
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Changes and disruptions in the religious field challenge the methodological approaches of scholars studying the field, as new 
phenomena might require modification to traditional methods or require new methods altogether. This holds particularly true for 

the rapid changes due to the digitization of society and the emergence of digital religious forms. Scholars face difficulties 
applying traditional qualitative and quantitative methods to the Internet and other digital spaces which only partly mirror offline 

phenomena. For example, when it comes to webpages, traditional methods of visual and texual analysis are of limited help 
given the multi-modality and non-linearity of visual, textual and audio components and the discrepancies between the user 

paths intended by the webdesign and the actual paths taken by users. There are, indeed, many aspects of digital spaces that 
can inform the study of digital religion, including networks of actions and platforms, interconnections between users, non-
traditional forms of expression. Therefore, there are some questions that need to be explored: In which ways can we, as 

scholars, approach digital venues? What is the impact of the chosen methodology on the object of study? 

 

Meaning as Multi-modal and Hyperlinked: A Qualitative Analysis Approach to Muslim Women on Social 
Media 

Mirjam Aeschbach 

University of Zurich, Switzerland 

Nowadays, public discussions can no longer be explored without including Internet-based communication platforms in the 
analysis. Especially social media platforms, such as Twitter and Facebook, have become indispensable parts of societal, trans-
media discourses. Individual contents on these communication platforms often manifest themselves in multi-layered forms, which 
cannot be adequately analyzed by traditional methods focusing primarily on text documents. Generally, social media platforms 
contain a wide variety of sign carriers, such as video, audio, and text, which allow for different sign systems (film, image, 
language, design/layout). In an individual publication, all sign systems involved need to be included in the analysis in order to 
arrive at a sensible interpretation of its meaning. This results in a first methodological problem in the qualitative analysis of social 
media-based documents, namely the coding of text and non-text data, both individually as well as in relation to each other. A 
second challenge is posed by the non-linear and inter-textual form in which content is available on the Internet. The inclusion of 
hyperlinks that refer from one text to another in social media posts blurs the boundaries between different contents and 
complicates the definition of units of analysis. In particular, the question arises as to the depth to which links are understood to 
constitute single communicative units. In this contribution, I illustrate a possible approach to the qualitative analysis of social 
media data in the Study of Religion using the example of concrete Twitter and Facebook outputs of Muslim women who 
participate as specific religious media actors in public discussions on Islam in Switzerland. The focus thereby lies on 
methodological solutions to the problems posed by hyper-textuality and multi-modality in qualitative interpretative research. 

 

Internet, Hashtags, and Muslims in Europe: a Qualitative Approach 

Giulia Evolvi 

Ruhr University, Germany 

Internet and social networks often function as venues where people discuss religious practices, identities, and beliefs. Hashtags, 
words that people emphasize through the symbol “#”, help to create networked discourses and highlight topics. Religious 
scholars can follow and analyze hashtags to explore religious-related narratives and interactions among members of different 
religious groups. However, the great amount of data usually connected to hashtags make it compelling to reflect on the best 
methodology to collect and analyze them. 

This paper shows that a qualitative approach can, in certain cases, be effective to understand the interconnections of different 
media platforms and their impacts on physical actions. Hashtags exist on various social networks: while they usually generate 
on Twitter, they may be mentioned on Facebook, YouTube, and blogs. A visual and textual analysis of these platforms can give 
insights into the dominant narratives connected with hashtags. In some cases, it is also possible to trace and interview the people 
that invented and diffused the hashtags. 

An empirical case study illustrates this multi-method approach: the hashtag #NousSommesUnis (We Are United). Created by 
members of the French interfaith association Coexister, the hashtag aimed at promoting social cohesion after the 2015 terrorist 
attacks in Paris. #NousSommesUnis gained popularity through a YouTube video filmed by members of the Muslim association 
Etudiantes Musulmans de France (French Muslim Students), who employed it to condemn violence within Islam. The hashtag 
was used internationally for online discussions about religion, it was written on signs and displayed in physical placed. By 
qualitatively exploring texts and images connected with #NousSommesUnis on Twitter, YouTube, and websites, and by 
interviewing the two persons that first diffused the hashtag, it was possible to understand some nuances of digital culture and to 
gain an in-depth understanding of its significance for minority religions. 

 

Atheist Communication in Arabic Online Media: An Analysis of the Hashtag #عقالنيون (Rationalists) 

Samira Tabti 

Ruhr University Bochum, Germany 

Social media offers Arabic-speakers around the world the opportunity not only to interact with each other digitally, but also to 
discuss political and religious questions and topics in a critical manner. In most cases, these media spaces in Arabic are the only 
places where a public debate, uncontrolled by the state and outside the restrictive censorship apparatus, can discuss topics of 
religion, politics, and society. 

The paper analyzes the ways in which atheists and the seculars in the Arab world find that the Internet offers them not only a 
public space to argue against religion or to promote modern Islam, but also gives them the technical possibilities, such as 



networking through hashtag-Chats and the production of videos, images and text-image complexes, which allows them to 
develop specific communication practices critical of religion.  

For analyzing Islam-critical discussions on the Internet, a hashtag analysis provides access and could be a good approach to 
generate data via a general search. Therefore, I will focus on Twitter data in particular. Since 2012, Arab-speaking users use the 
hashtag #عقالنيون(Rationalists) to express themselves in ways that criticize Islam and even reject it outright. It appears, however, 
that more and more protagonists, and even some Muslim authorities, are now using this hashtag in order to argue against this 
critic of Islam and against atheist and secularist perspectives in general. This led to situations in which discussions sometimes 
developed around this hashtag. 

I would like to draw attention to positions critical of Islam, expressed by Arab-language Twitter users by using this hashtag and 
look to his development as a frame for religious content and critical Islam communication. 

 

Computational Approaches to Studying Religious Online Forums 

Frederik Elwert, Samira Tabti 

Ruhr University Bochum, Germany 

Textual communication on the web provides a rich source for studying religious online communities. In contrast to data created 
for the purpose of research like interviews, these “found data” allow to study interactions between community members in 
unprecedented depth and breadth. However, the vast amount of data creates new challenges for their collection and analysis. 
While qualitative content analysis necessarily takes only a small fraction of the available content into account, new computational 
approaches allow to study web forums as a whole. The basis for our analysis are four religious online forums, two Muslim and 
two Christian ones, one of each in English and in German. The smallest forum contains 170,000 single posts, written by ca. 
3,800 users. The largest forum comprises more than 2 million posts by over 10,000 users. The data have been downloaded with 
the help of a web scraper. 
Using computational methods like topic modelling and network analysis, we can study main themes in the online discussions, 
how thematic focus shifts over time, and identify promising starting points for more in-depth qualitative analysis. Visualisations 
of the topic models run on these data show common patterns, but also differences between the forums. We can regularly identify 
four main thematic areas: Theology, religious rules of conduct, current politics, and exchange on practical life issues, e.g. 
cooking. These areas can show high internal diversity, and their expression can differ. E.g., in the case of a German Salafist 
forum, we observe that all areas are more closely related to a religious world view than in the case of an Evangelical one. 
The paper presents examples of computational approaches to studying digital religion, but also discusses open questions and 
challenges. 
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Humour and religion are both complex and often ambiguous phenomena that can have many roles in human societies. From a 
Western perspective, their relationship is commonly perceived as one of tension, opposition, even mutual exclusivity. Religion 

is often considered to centre around profound questions, ultimate concerns, unquestionable faith, or moral codes. The 
psychologist William James among others has described religion as involving a "serious state of mind”. Humour often plays 
with meanings and has the potential to question authority, which seems antithetical to eternal truths and unquestioning faith. 

Still, it is clear that humour is found in religious contexts, old and new. It can have many roles in religious texts, practices, and 
everyday lived reality of religious communities. There are even religious or spiritual movements that have humorous narratives 

at their core. What are we to make of such movements? 
This panel session focuses on the relationship between religion and humour with the aim of exploring different ways in which 

the two can be interlinked. We invite papers discussing themes such as humorous narratives and their role in religious 
contexts, humorous representations of religion in contexts such as politics and popular culture and what they tell about the role 

of religion in the society. 

 

“Humorous” Ritual Costumes: The Significance of Colanders, Hoods and Pirate Costumes for 
Practitioners of “Invented Religions” 

Carole Mary Cusack 

University of Sydney, Australia 

In 2018 a Dutch law student, Mienke de Wilde (University of Nijmegen)went to the highest court in the Netherlands to plead for 
her right to wear a colander (or in her case, a quite chic hat based on a pasta strainer) on her head in official documents (for 
example, her driver’s license). This was because she is a member of the Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster (or 
Pastafarianism), a third millennium invented religion founded by American physics graduate Bobby Henderson in 2005. Ms de 
Wilde’s action failed and she and her legal counsel are considering taking the case to the European Court of Equal Rights. This 
paper examines the legal status of a range of invented religions including Discordianism, Jediism, and the Church of the Flying 
Spaghetti monster with regard to the wearing of ritual garb (hoods in public for Jedis, colanders and in some cases full pirate 
attire for Pastafarians). Brief news reports about things like ritual garb for legal documents or in schools and supermarkets is 
generally all that members of the public know about these religions; and ritual garb is often dismissed as frivolous, a joke and 
thus not serious. This paper unpacks the the funny/ not serious and not funny/ serious assumption with regard to religion and 
asserts that such ritual garb can be both funny and serious for Pastafarians especially, and for Jedis to a lesser extent. 

 

Negotiating The Categories of Parody and Religion: Satanic Temple and Principia Discordia Challenging 
the Boundaries 

Essi Eleonoora Mäkelä 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

When Satanic Temple sued Netflix for Copyright breach using their statue as a prop for cannibalistic Satanic cult imagery, the 
leader of the temple told he received ”hatemail” for ruining a fun TV-show. Discussions in social media considered this case a 
breach of Satanic Temple’s scope of practice because they are not supposed to be ”serious” like ”real religious communities” 
might be. Their right for standing up for the image of Satanism was questioned, because they were ”just a joke” and not real 
Satanism to begin with. The Finnish Extremely Free Erisian Movement tried to register a religious community in Finland, but was 
told the birth history of their claimed sacred book, Principia Discordia, was ”parodic” and their rituals included ”parodic traits”. 
The notion of a ”parody religion” is a category imposed on certain communities with humorous elements in their manner of 
presenting themselves. Often these movements have a tendency to pin-point certain qualities of more traditional religious 
movements and translate them into symbolical and ridiculous representations (like the flying spaghetti monster in Pastafarism), 
but this open ambiguity with categorisation raises confusion within both atheistically and religiously oriented public. Refusing the 
either/or of religion/humour they are challenging the definitions and how people perceive their place in the society. This results 
in conflicts with the societal utilisation of the category of religion. 

This presentation discusses the reception of these two cases and looks at the discursive separation of humour from religion. 

 

The shifting boundaries of humor and politics in the Italian Pastafarianism 

Jacopo Ranzato 

Università "La Sapienza", Roma, Italy 

Since its initial diffusion in 2005 Pastafarianism has been labeled as a “parody religion”. Thirteen years later, its believers are 
still effectively reshaping the boundaries of humour, religion and politics. 

To Pastafarian believers, an almighty Flying Spaghetti Monster created the universe and life; beer and pasta respectively are 
their sacred beverage and food, and they dress and behave like pirates. Pastafarian core values are the tolerance and 
comprehension between human beings and secularism (claiming that religion and spirituality should be lived intimately, without 
affecting politics, instruction and healthcare with their moral claims). These values often make Pastafarian believers political 
activists, moving against racism, xenophobia and religious discrimination. 

I’m following the Italian Pastafarian Church in a fieldwork that goes on since 2015. The Church wants Pastafarianism to be 
recognized as an official religion by the Italian laws, and reshaped the original Pastafarian values by linking them with many local 
issues. Over the last years Italian Pastafarianism also reacted to very contemporary issues, such as mass migration and the 
growing consent of the far-right populism. While a politicized use of humor made the Church grow and obtain praise, it also 
attracted a lot of criticism from other Pastafarian groups that were concerned the Church commitment was becoming too political. 
The Church was even targeted by the intimidation coming from far-right and Catholic groups, outraged by a display of humor 
that they intended as offensive to Italian traditions. 



The way the Italian Pastafarian Church is built and linked to the territory is almost unique in the parody religions history, and 
shows how an organized “parody” group might behave. Then, the data I present effectively shows how parody religions, as 
intended by other scholars that confronted the topic, aren’t just a humorous display, but are highly related to political commitment. 

 

The Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster and the shifting discourse on religion 

Hanna Karoliina Lehtinen 

University of Turku, Finland 

The Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster seems to teeter on the dividing line between parody of religion and those actual 
'parody religions' that have a humorous narrative at their core. As a free-floating, open source movement without a formal 
overseeing structure it lends itself to both uses. There are those who simply regard it as a humorous way to make an anti-
religious statement or to protest some aspects of traditional religions. Yet to others the silliness comes with deeper meaning and 
expression of important values, and these two ways of seeing the movement are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 

Pastafarianism mixes waters when it comes to categories of 'religion', 'secular', and 'atheism'. It illuminates and criticises 
contradictions between formal definitions and history-derived custom. In my MA research project I explored the discourses on 
religion and non-religion and the way Pastafarians negotiate their position in relation to these categories. As research material I 
used the web page of the founder of Pastafarianism, Bobby Henderson, and 20 written responses to a set of questions from 
Pastafarian practitioners across Europe. I discovered that Pastafarians used several discourses on religion. Some of them were 
perceived negatively, others positively. Pastafarians creatively switch between different meanings in a way that simultaneously 
makes room for Pastafarianism in the category of religion and distinguishes it from a negatively perceived idea of organised 
religion. 

In my paper, I introduce the findings of my MA study and delve a little deeper into the way Pastafarians use a humorous narrative 
and how they connect this narrative to different ideas of religion. 
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The past decade has seen a revival in the application of semiotic theory to religious studies. From the 1960s through the 
1980s, there was a modest surge of interest among religious studies scholars in semiotic methodologies. Due to several 
factors, such as criticism of the structuralist premises of much of 20th century semiotics and a lack of confidence in the 

fruitfulness of semiotic models, this interest fell into a general abeyance (Robert Yelle, 2013). In the 2000s, a revival in semiotic 
studies of religion began,. Two signposts are worth a special mention: The publication of the first monograph with a title 

Semiotics of Religion (Robert Yelle(2013)) and Mediation and Immediacy: The Semiotic Turn in the Study of Religion, an 
international conference held in Turin in 2016. This session focuses on modifying or rethinking semiotic approaches and 
methodologies, especially for the study of religious change. Such reconfigurations are necessary to avoid the problems 

associated with older semiotic approaches For example, instead of attempting to establish universally valid semiotic structures, 
current semiotic studies of religion often look at explaining sign-making and sign-usage in particular historical periods. We 
invite papers by scholars in semiotics, religious studies, theology, philosophy, and cultural studies who have an interest in 

understanding religious change from a semiotic perspective. We welcome papers dealing with (but not limited to) the following 
topics in connection with religious studies: semiosphere(s), Peircean semiotics, biosemiotics, modelling systems, Greimassian 

analysis, cognitive semiotics, social discourse theory, somatic semiotics, and the contemporary relevance of late ancient, 
medieval, and early modern semiotic systems. 

 

Discourse Analysis is Not Enough: Or, Why We (Still) Need a Semiotics of Religion 

Robert Yelle 

LMU Munich, Germany 

In an earlier work, Semiotics of Religion: Signs of the Sacred in History (2013), I tried to demonstrate 1) the general necessity of 
regarding religion as a form of communication (in agreement with, e.g., Krech and Leone) and 2) the specific utility of particular 
concepts and techniques derived from a form of Peircean semiotics as applied to certain religious phenomena, e.g. magic spells 
and the belief in a perfect language. My earlier approach was mainly constructive, i.e. offered explanations of particular data and 
interpretations of historical changes in signification characteristic of the trajectories we refer to as “modernization,” 
“secularization,” and “disenchantment.” In contrast, the present talk is critical and mainly deconstructive. It begins from a critique 
of some competing approaches to the study of religion as discourse. Foremost among these is discourse analysis (“DA”), which 
has emerged as a significant subfield of religious studies, particularly within Europe (see von Stuckrad and Wijsen; Hjelm). Like 
contemporary semiotics, DA is an offspring of poststructuralism and of the linguistic turn, and begins from the axiom that signs, 
including those of language, are arbitrary. However, proponents of DA often adopt a strong model of social constructivism which, 
if applied strictly, is at odds with much contemporary semiotics, linguistics, and linguistic anthropology. These disciplines have 
recognized cross-cultural patterns (“structures” or functions, e.g. the “poetic function”) in language that are amenable to 
anthropological analysis. Ironically, by limiting our focus to the discursive construction of social objects within a single community, 
DA may make it impossible to explain discourse itself. On the other hand, a weaker form of social constructivism that is open to 
such anthropological regularities is entirely compatible with the model of semiotics that I am proposing.  

 

How to understand religion as a semiotic system 

Volkhard Krech 

Ruhr Universität CERES, Germany 

It has become common to analyze religion with the means of semiotics (Yelle 2013 ). At the same time, religion is conceptualized 
as a meaning system within socio-cultural evolution (Bulbulia et al. 2013), more precisely – from the perspective of systems 
theory – as a subsystem of societal communication related, but distinct from its physical and mental environment (Luhmann 2013 
). By combining Peircean semiotics, systems theory, and commuciation theory, the paper outlines a model of religion as a 
semiotic system that is activated through communication. The model is made up of a linguistic and a social dimension with three 
elements each corresponding to Peirce’s logical categories of firstness, secondness, and thirdness. While the linguistic 
dimension of religion as a semiotic system consists of syntactics (firstness), semantics (secondness), and pragmatics (thirdness), 
its social dimension is compounded by a communication structure (firstness), the personnel (secondness), and a program 
(thirdness). The model will be tested by applying it to examples of the history of religion, especially with regard to the relation 
between ritual, myth, and religious roles. 

 

Theosemiotics in Dialogue with Juri Lotman 

Thomas-Andreas Põder1,2 
1Institute of Theology of the EELC, Tallinn, Estonia; 2University of Tartu, Estonia 

Juri M. Lotman’s writings witness his profound acquaintance with religious material of various form and his sometimes really 
astonishing sensitivity towards the specifics of religion. He characterizes art and religion as the highest manifestation of 
consciousness. However, for Lotman religion seems to become quite invisible as a viable reality of contemporary modern world. 
Religion tends to represent one-sidedly the workings of archaic or traditional mind. It is art, especially literature, that serves for 
Lotman as the main vehicle for understanding the nature of culture, its deep structure and dynamics. 

I claim that Lotman’s later less known writings („Universe of Mind“, „Culture and Explosion“, „The Unpredictable Workings of 
Culture“) contain important leads that contribute to the understanding of religion as something emerging and working here and 
now in contemporary culture. In my paper, I propose to approach lived religion as something emerging out of the paradoxical 
dynamic nature of culture. Culture as semiosphere implies meaning in connection with meaninglessness, translatability in 
connection with untranslatability, determinacy in connection with indeterminacy and predictability in connection with 
unpredictability. I suggest that religion reveals in a distinct way the creativity, unpredictability and explosiveness of culture. 



Religions and the frequently appearing symbol “God” – theos – are transformational ways of relating to semiosphere, of 
developing an attitude towards semiosphere and navigating it. Theosemiotics in dialogue with Lotman takes as its starting point 
the auto-communication of religions and tries to understand their workings. This kind of theosemiotics is not a metaphysical 
theology or a speculative philosophy of religion but an attempt to take the lived religion in its difference more seriously in the 
broader framework of a semiotic theory of culture. 

 

Semiotics and the death (and life) of God 

Andrew Robinson 

Exeter University, United Kingdom 

In semiotic terms, the life of God may be understood as the Spirit’s eternal interpretation of the Word as a perfect representation 
of the Father. Elsewhere I have proposed this ‘semiotic model of the Trinity’ as a basis for understanding the Christian concept 
of the Incarnation (Jesus’ whole life-and-death as a ‘qualisign’ of God’s nature) and for understanding how creatures may come 
to participate in God’s life (by responding to the Word and thereby being transformed into a likeness of it). In this paper I will 
explore how these cataphatic (theologically positive) claims can be brought into dialogue with the idea of the ‘death of God’ and 
with a Christian acceptance, even embrace, of naturalism and secularism. A scriptural starting point for this approach is John 
14:9, where Philip requests of Jesus, “Show us the Father.” Jesus replies, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.” In other 
words, if Jesus is a qualisign (exact embodiment) of the Father then there is nothing further to be seen or said about God. A fully 
incarnational view therefore entails the ‘death of God’, or at least the death of our attempts to peer past Jesus (or any other 
incarnation of the Word) to see the Father. Paradoxically, therefore, the (cataphatic) semiotic approach to the Trinity leads to a 
radically apophatic, negative, theology that must confront the death of God, or at least the death of our existing ideas about God. 
In fact, these are experientially indistinguishable. If we take Jesus’ response to Philip seriously, cleansing our existing 
conceptions of God in the light of the sign that Jesus was of the Father will entail experiencing the death of God. This may have 
implications for understanding the place of the Church in a post-Christendom context. 
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What is called Tantra is a religious phenomenon that throughout the centuries was appropriated by and adapted to the Indian 
mainstream religions in and outside South Asia. Tantra, indeed, is a non-univocal religious phenomenon which since the 
middle of the first millennium CE spread out from South Asia to Central, Eastern and South-eastern Asia affecting both 

Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical religious systems. A large number of scholarly researches have been conducted in order to 
shed light on its origins through the lens of textual, anthropological, archaeological, historical-artistic, historical-religious studies 

but more rarely combining different disciplines. Recently, a number of studies combining indological and ethnographical 
studies emerged as relevant in the methodological approach (ethno-indology) to the study of pre-modern Tantra in order to 

decipher its cross-cultural connotation. 
Currently, there is no agreement on Tantra’s origins, and what Tantra was before its integration within the mainstream 

Brahmanic and non-Brahmanic religious ideologies is obscure yet. While some scholars claimed Tantra as a mainly Brahmanic 
phenomenon, which was successively appropriated by non-Brahmanic religious systems, it cannot be ignored that a number of 

ethno-indological studies has pointed out that a cross-cultural dialectic between Brahmanic and South Asian pre-Vedic 
traditions stands at the origin of Tantra. The later involvement of heterodox Brahmanic Śaiva sects in the formation of Tantric 

Buddhism is still dubious. 
In fact, there is no one peculiar Tantric religious system but a number of different systems, across and outside South Asia 
throughout the centuries emerged, which have blended and confused non-orthodox religious elements within the folds of 

mainstream religions. Although Tantra found a fertile ground in influencing popular, folk, low-caste and village religions and 
deities, it was also embraced and actively patronised by many Buddhist and Hindu royal dynasties since the Gupta Empire’s 

fall in the sixth century. 
Tantra, indeed, has been considered a vehicle to spread political and religious ideas basing on the fact that its extremely 

transgressive rituals, such as blood sacrifices and sexual rites, have been an instrument to produce a dangerous power, which 
could only be harnessed by the Tantric king. Unfortunately, there is no certain evidence on the origin of this non-orthodox 

practices although they mark a grade of discontinuity with mainstream Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical religions tracing, 
thus, an evident path of dialectic between pure and impure, noa and taboo, orthodox and heterodox, mainstream and marginal 

that has affected Tantra throughout its history. 
Moving across disciplines and methodologies, the purpose of this panel is to explore the multifarious aspects of Tantra, taking 
into account canonical and non-canonical elements through the analysis, interrelation, comparison and interpretation of data 
such as but not limited to textual, historical, archaeological, iconographical and iconological, architectural, and ethnographic 

ones. Pure empirical papers as well as papers that intertwine empirical and theoretical methodology are very welcomed. 
Therefore this panel aims to put together interdisciplinary studies which focus on the dialectic between Tantra and South Asian 

mainstream religions in any geographical and historical context. 

 

Poetry and Religion in Medieval Kashmir: when Kāvya meets Tantra 

Chiara Livio 

Sapienza Università di Roma, Italy 

Maṅkha (Kashmir, 12th century), the most important poet (kavi) at the court of the monarch Jayasiṃha (1128-1155), starts his 
ornate poem in Sanskrit (mahākāvya), the Śrīkaṇṭhacarita, with a strong stance: «I will be the bard of [Śiva], that king whose 
court is mount Kailāsa» (I, 56). Already from the beginning, the author and his work are unsurprisingly recognisable as a part of 
the tantric tradition of monistic (advaita) Kashmir Shaivism. However, little textual research has been conducted on the author’s 
adherence to the main religious and philosophical current of the Valley (Bhatt 1973, Mandal 1991, Slaje 2015). A precise and 
thorough analysis is hampered by the unavailability of a complete translation of the poem, which discourages further studies on 
the topic. Moreover, descriptions of practices and rituals are conveyed through the poetic medium of kāvya, which lowers their 
doctrinal (āgamic) and prescriptive impact. In addition, Maṅkha complicates the traceability of his personal spirituality by inserting 
into the text references to other cults which flourished and coexisted in Northern India at that time. 

The present research aims to systematise the numerous textual passages of the Śrīkaṇṭhacarita with regard to the kavi’s 
philosophical and religious system. Excerpts from the poem will be presented, most notably from the fifth canto, “the description 
of the Lord” (bhagavadvarṇana), and from the seventeenth, “Parameśvara’s meeting with the gods” 
(parameśvaradevasamāgamavarṇana). The tantric tradition will be referenced in order to reclaim Maṅkha’s position as the real 
"bard” (maṅkha) of medieval Kashmir Shaivism. 

 

Vernacular Tantrism: An Analysis of the Bengali Tantric Text ‘The Garland of Bones’ 

Lubomír Ondračka 

Charles University, Faculty of Arts, Czech Republic 

The study of Hindu Tantrism has been concerned so far almost exclusively with texts in Sanskrit. This is natural, since Tantric 
studies are relatively recent and Sanskrit sources are by far the most important evidence for uncovering the history of this 
religious phenomenon. On the other hand, Sanskrit is not the only language of Hindu Tantric literature. There is a vast amount 
of Tantric works in Indian vernacular languages (north, as well as south Indian). These texts remain practically unstudied, 
although they could significantly contribute to our understanding of Hindu Tantrism. 

Bengal was always known as a prominent Tantric region (mainly Śākta oriented), so it is not surprising that there are many 
medieval Tantric works written in Bengali. In my presentation I will introduce one of the most important text belonging to the 
Nātha tradition, called ‘The Garland of Bones’ (Hāṛmālā). This work was most probably produced in Mymesingh or Sylhet district, 
since all known manuscripts were found in this area. In several aspects, it resembles Tantric texts in Sanskrit: it is a dialog 
between Śiva and the Goddess, in which Śiva teaches his partner typical Tantric topics such as cosmogony, theogony, 
description of a yogic body etc. 



When analysing this text, I will ask the following questions: (1) is this text a mere derivative of some Sanskrit pattern, or is it for 
the most part an independent work?, (2) what does it teach us about a vernacular Tantric milieu?, (3) can we suppose the 
existence of two Tantric milieus, the Sanskrit and the vernacular one?, (4) if yes, where they separated, connected, overlapping, 
or should we think about another model of their coexistence? 

 

The persistence and evolution of the ritual knowledge in the Tantric Vaiṣṇava tradition of Bengal 

Robert Ryszard Czyżykowski 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

Historical Bengal is a particularly interesting area for Religious Studies because of its complicated history, geographical 
placement and very rich religious landscape. One of the characteristic features of this region is a dynamic interaction between 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam and indigenous religious traditions. Moreover, the region has been and still is a very strong Tantric 
center. The example of religious groups shaped by those interactions are multiple Vaiṣṇava Tantric groups of Bengal (Sahajiyā) 
- medieval Tantric groups being a very specific blend of Tantra and the Vaiṣṇava bhakti tradition. However, due to their esoteric 
character, those groups have been researched only in a limited scope and our knowledge about their doctrine and practice is 
still incomplete. 

The proposed paper aims to investigate the question of continuity of the medieval forms of Tantric Vaiṣṇavism. Paper intends to 
examine the crucial moments of the evolution of these groups, especially referring to the dehatattva (doctrine of the body). In the 
medieval Tantric traditions, the human body is the central point of practice and is conceived as a microcosm. It seems that 
various elements specific to Bengali tantra were preserved until contemporary times, but many of them were replaced by popular 
Śaiva-Śakta ritual model in premodern and colonial times. We can find specific examples of this process of adaptation and 
synthesis of Tantric, esoteric ritual schemes in the texts like Nigūḍhārthaprakāśāvalī (17-18 cent.) The key research problem 
from the perspective of Religious Studies is to find the structure of the evolution of the ritual knowledge in mentioned group and 
to define the patterns of mutual interactions of various religious groups and place them in a wider perspective of Bengal’s religious 
history. The presentation will be based on textual sources (printed editions and manuscripts) and the material collected during 
field research. 

 

Different Paths to the Truth Within: Transformations of Theory and Practice in the North Indian Sant 
Tradition 

Jaroslaw Zapart 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

This paper aims at presenting the results of a preliminary research into the doctrinal and social changes in the north Indian Sant 
tradition from the 17th to the 20th century. The first two centuries of this period saw a consolidation of panth movements stemming 
from the oldest Sant teachers, while the 19th and 20th centuries were a time of origination and development of new tendencies 
entailing substantial transformations of the Sant doctrine, practice, and social ideas. The said changes encompassed, among 
others, the introduction of rituals, the appropriation of Vedic cosmology, and the avatāra theory, as well as a shift in the attitude 
toward yogic practices. This entailed an alteration of the self-perception of Sants which evolved into two distinct strands 
exemplifying two ways of relating the Sant tradition to the Brahmanic Sanātana Dharma. Firstly, we witness an inclination to 
present the teachings of the Sant Mat as an esoteric set of beliefs and practices (e.g., Tulsī Sahib, Śiv Dayāl Singh [19th cent.]) 
that is perceived as unique and develops through inclusivism; secondly, we witness a trend to present Sant Mat as a more 
outreaching tradition that is seen as part of a broader Hindu worldview and develops through syncretism (e.g., Malik Sahib [1909–
1983], Nanak Chand [b. 1926]). These tendencies are reflected in the attitude towards religious practice: in the first instance 
there is surat śabd yoga, understood as a sole path to liberation built upon inclusivist understanding of the subtle body, in the 
second – a variety of equivalent methods, with mainly a Nāth yoga provenience. During my presentation I will attempt to establish 
historical and social determinants of the transformations in question, overview their trajectory in terms of doctrine and yogic 
practice, and determine questions for further inquiry. 

 
  



S048B: The Regime of “Spirituality” and the Culture of Well-Being in 
Neoliberal Societies II 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - Lecture Theatre 
Session Chair: Geraldine Mossiere 

While the role of secularization and individualism in the transformation of religions and religious patterns is now widely 
acknowledged, research now points to the interaction between contemporary religious behaviours on one hand, and the many 
facets of the neoliberal and consumerist paradigm and its diffusion in all spheres of social life on the other hand. Among them, 

the thriving culture of well-being probably owes part of its success to the popularization of psychological theories to which it 
intermingles more than often, but also to the leverage of resources offered by religious traditions. As the latter are restated 
under the umbrella term of “spirituality” now aimed at working on the self, bettering the individual and equipping her/him for 

social life, they are redesigned to meet the impetus of leading a “good life”, maximizing one’s potential and focusing on one’s 
subjectivity. While critics have emphasized the social bias of this new trend towards a category of privileged actors, other 

accounts testify to the deep penetration of these self-realisation and well-being tropes within mainstream culture. Certainly, 
empirical and critical studies can bring more to this conversation, which has not been given the place it deserves as an overt 

thematic within the discipline. 
In this session, we invite papers to discuss the dynamics between the contemporary regime of spirituality, ethics of well-being 

and the consumerist/neoliberal paradigm; all disciplinary lenses are welcome (anthropology, sociology, religious sciences, 
history, psychology, ethnology, philosophy). 

Among others, the following topics could be addressed: 
- Who are the actors of the culture of well-being and how do they appropriate religious rituals, prescriptions or myth? 

- How does this contemporary movement lead to revisit and redefine the notion of “spirituality” beyond its Western historical 
understanding? What about the initial esoteric dimension of spirituality? 

- How do they negotiate with religious authority and traditions, and how do religious authorities and traditions negotiate with 
their new presence? 

- How do digital communication technologies shape and participate in this movement? 
- How does the material aspect of religion contribute to assert the influence of the culture of well-being in religious behaviours? 

- Is there a gendered dimension in the dynamic between well-being and religion? Does it correspond to a general 
“feminization” of religion? 

- What kind of ethics and moralities emerge from this contact zone between well-being and spirituality? 
- What are the best theoretical and analytical framework for understanding these transformations (marketization, 

secularisation, post-secularity, de-secularisation)? 
- What consistency should we give the term “spirituality” in the analysis of this movement? Should it be kept as a purely “emic” 

notion, or should it be developed into a sociological concept? 

 

Religion, Neoliberalism, the i-zation of Society, and the Compassionate Tax 

Adam Possamai 

Western Sydney University, Australia 

As religion was the sacred canopy in Middle Ages Europe, and as nationalism and its politics were the dominant civil religion 
during modernity, today neoliberalism is the dominant, and perhaps the most global civil religion. Its hegemony dominates more 
and more all aspects of life, and religion is not left untouched. While some faith groups are embracing this hegemony, and others 
are simply following the sign of the times, changes have been so significant that religion is no longer what it used to be. Since 
religions are increasingly informed and influenced by the logic of capitalism, this paper makes the statement that religions must 
today be understood in a completely different light to that in which they have traditionally been, as they now make more sense 
to the self than to the community. The theories of Fredric Jameson and George Ritzer will be adapted to this century and will 
shed light on these changes. The theory of the i-zation of society will then be proposed to reflect the development of digital 
capitalism and its impact on religion. One logical implication of this argument is the revision of tax exemptions given to religious 
groups (specifically for their religious rather than their charitable activities). Through a sociological lens, this paper proposes the 
creation of a global ‘compassionate taxe’ (i.e. a tax on non-charitable dealings by religious organisations). As religions are more 
and more mimicking, and even becoming, business groups, this paper claims that they should be tax exempt only for their 
specific charity work (acknowledging the hard work that many (not all) religious groups perform in the charitable sphere). Using 
the theories of Thomas Piketty, this proposed new global tax will be aimed at reducing the inequalities brought about by 
neoliberalism. 

 

Consumerism and asceticism in the Nordic yoga scene 

Inga Bårdsen Tøllefsen 

UiT The Arctic University of Norway, Norway 

Modern Postural Yoga is a feminine-connoted and predominately upper- and middle-class activity, which is easy to analyze as 
a commodity and as part of the global market economy. Yoga students spend large sums of money on gear, courses, and 
retreats. However, what they buy is also part of a discourse telling them “you are not good enough” – the same patriarchal self-
development logic that sells glossy magazines and diet fads.  

On the other hand, yoga is a normative practice with a self-history and –understanding as a form of modern asceticism. Here 
the ‘good yogi’ is an ethically superior position where anti-consumerism, clean living, vegetarianism, non-violence, and 
authenticity are understood as positive core values. 

In this presentation, I will attend to ways in which this double optic of consumerism and asceticism emerges in qualitative material 
from the Nordic yoga scene, and explore ways respondents attempt to balance between social pressure and individual ethics, 
and between ‘façade yoga’ and ‘real yoga.’  

 

The Rolls-royce guru Osho and "consumerist religion" 



Madara Vilne 

Latvia University, Latvia 

Althoug Osho is not a new name in religious sphere, there are some reasons, why now is exactly the time to talk about him. The 
new Netflix documentary “Wild, Wild country” (released March, 2018) has actualized talks about Osho and his followers, revealing 
shocking facts about Oregon community, that were long ago forgotten. The aim of this paper is to look at Osho’s main ideas and 
the way they were practiced – is there something really spiritual behind this or is it just plain “spiritual logic of late capitalism” 
(quoting Hugh B. Urban)? 

 

Semantics of self-optimization. Mindfulness in contemporary Japan 

Silke R. G. Hasper 

Heidelberg University, Germany 

Mindfulness is a rapidly growing global industry. Psychotherapists operationalize mindfulness to deal with psychological 
disorders, corporations promote mindfulness for its supposed stress reduction and performance enhancement, and lifestyle 
magazines sell mindfulness as a life-changing Buddhist method. With mindfulness becoming ever more popular both socially 
and economically, researchers have begun to focus on the field more closely. Detrimental to our understanding, scholarship to 
date has somewhat neglected the shift in mindfulness practices occurring in Asian countries, focusing instead on Euro-American 
and scientific approaches, or on the search for a supposed original mindfulness in elite Buddhist-theological discourses. 
However, that dualistic perspective of mindfulness’ Asian origin and its Western adaptation fails to capture the complexity of the 
matter. For example, it is not uncommon for Japanese mindfulness providers to claim North America as the birthplace of their 
practice. Mindfulness, in its modern conception, has entered the Japanese marketplace only recently. It is advertised along 
gendered lines both as a lifestyle option for modern women and as a performance enhancement method for business men. 
Clearly, there is need for an analysis of the transcultural flows and interconnections that constitute the phenomena of modern 
mindfulness. 

My paper will address questions regarding relationships and interconnections between mindfulness, Buddhism, and therapy in 
contemporary Japan. How are they defined? Who are the actors of mindfulness? How and by which means do mindfulness 
teachers and their practice gain legitimacy? The aim is to show the intertwinement of scientific/therapeutic and religious/spiritual 
semantics of self-optimization, as well as transcultural flows by describing practices and discourses concerning mindfulness in 
a broader global context. 
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This panel proposes to explore the different modes of interaction with the mythological traditions of the classical world in the 
Jewish, Christian or Islamic literatures of the late antique and medieval periods. The aim of this panel is to engage in a 

reflexions on the status, place, function and role of the “pagan” past in the elaboration of a discourse articulating religious 
identities to a historical rupture, while at the same time becoming an important channel of transmission and reception of 

classical mythology. In this process, “pagan” myths, understood not only as a deceitful form of speech but also as a source of 
historical knowledge, came to contribute to the various ways in which Jews, Christians and Muslims thought about history, and 

especially, the history of religions. 
This panel, encouraging a comparative perspective, grounded in rigorous historical and/or philological methodologies, 

welcomes contributions on case studies shedding light on the ambiguities of this relation between myth and history in specific 
historical contexts. Are also welcome contributions addressing the question from a historiographical vantage point, for instance 

by considering the place of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic discourses about the “pagan” past in the historiography of the 
comparative study of religion. 

 

Achilles and Polyxene as Adam and Eve: Trojan mythology as a new Genesis story in the Jewish-
Christian Pseudo-Clementine novel (4th c.) 

Benjamin Marguerite De Vos 

Ghent University, Belgium 

My contribution focuses on the reception of Greek mythology in the only late antique Jewish-Christian novel from 3rd-4th century 
Syria: the Pseudo-Clementines. In this story the main characters Peter and Clement hold discussions with several opponents 
such as Simon Magus – who features in e.g. the Acts of Peter – and the Egyptian grammarian Apion. Those characters claim 
truth and true culture/education and reveal the role that philosophy, revelation and mythology were thought to play in the Jewish-
Christian and pagan identities. Classical mythology features at the very centre of this Jewish-Christian novel as an object of 
debate. 

Besides rationalising techniques as Euhemerism, which also occurs in Christian apologetical texts from the 2nd-3rd centuries, we 
discover a wealth of unique (re)constructions of Greek myths. This paper will especially focus on the connection the novel draws 
between the mythological world of the Trojan War and the Genesis story, more precisely: the former asa rewriting of the latter. 
The Pseudo-Clementines tell how Achilles is the first man, how Polyxena is related to wrong knowledge, how a snake plays a 
bad role, … Moreover, this Christian retake on the Trojan mythology is linked to the Gnostic background of the figure of Simon 
Magus. In the Pseudo-Clementines, just as in apologetical literature, Simon is linked to Gnosticism and the figure of Helen of 
Troy. My aim is (a) to understand the meaning of this retake of this particular mythology in a novel that is highly critical about 
Greek mythology, and (b) to try to recover the possible implications in its context. What does this learn us about how the group 
of Jewish-Christians by whom the novel was written dealt with Greek myths (e.g. in relation to sin)? What do the details of the 
connection, and the differences, between the Trojan War and the Genesis story reveal? 

 

Mythology versus History: Phaeton and Judaism in Orosius's Historiae adversus paganos 1,10,19 

Elisa Manzo 

Università degli Studi di Napoli Federico II, Italy 

Writing a historiographical work is a daunting task for Orosius, especially due to the universalistic approach he chooses. From 
the very beginning, he endeavours to distinguish what is historically relevant from what he considers just a “myth”. In particular, 
how he deals with the myth of Phaeton (Hist. 1, 10, 19) well represents, in my opinion, his efforts. Indeed, when Orosius refers 
to the traditional story of Phaeton, he attempts to blame and to disclaim such narration by considering its content as a “myth”. 
According to him, his predecessors created it to explain an event that, actually, had already been accounted for in the Holy 
Scriptures. In light of this consideration, it is inevitable that the historical perspective and the theological criticism to polytheism, 
seen as a “factory of falsehood”, weave together in Orosius’s Historiae.  
Starting from such premises, my paper aims to present a detailed analysis of Orosius’s approach to the myth of Phaeton. As a 
consequence, it also aims to demonstrate how, in the Historiae, the “biblical history” serves as a truthful and real opposition to a 
“mythological” narration that, in the author’s viewpoint, has a polytheistic basis. 

 

The Curetes between Greek and Christian traditions 

Mélanie Lozat 

University of Geneva / University Sapienza of Roma 

Earth-born divinities, inventors of the arts of metalworking, bounding warriors, entranced dancers, the Curetes are mainly known, 
in the Greek mythological tradition, for having guarded the infant Zeus. In order to spare him from the fate of his sisters and 
brothers, swallowed up as soon as they came into the world, Rhea, his mother, hid Zeus in a cave on the slopes of Mount Ida. 
She entrusted him to the Curetes who drowned out the cries of the newborn god clashing their spears and shields in a frenzied 
dance. 

In the Christian tradition, the Curetes also have many facets. If to many authors they are young warriors, Clement of Alexandria 
(like Eusebius of Caesarea almost a century later) place them at the heart of a Dionysiac telete: while the Curetes surrounded 
the young Dionysos in an armed dance, the Titans crept up on him and lured him to themselves. They dismembered the body 
of the god, then cooked and devoured him. Because of the intervention of Athena, who saved the heart of the young god, Zeus 
was able to reconstitute the body of Dionysos and bring it back to life. 

In this presentation, I will emphasizethe typology of the Curetes, its elaboration and diffusion from the Greek to Christian 
discourses (from 1stcentury BC to 3rdcentury AD). I will especially discuss the image conveyed by Clement of Alexandria, 



examining its source as well as the function of the Curetes. Finally, I will focus on the purpose of the appropriation of this category 
in the construction of a Christian theory on the history of religions. 

 

Adversus Nationes: the Controversy against Polytheism 

Chiara Di Serio 

University of Rome La Sapienza, Italy 

The work of Arnobius Adversus Nationes represents a key text to understand the terms with whereby Christian thought 
demolished the plurality of the gods in the religions of the classical world from an ideological, philosophical and theological point 
of view. 

The arguments used against the previous religious order include, among others:  

a) pagan gods have a birth and therefore are not eternal, in God the past and the present coincide; 

b) their anthropomorphic representation is not suitable to express divinity are not suitable to the representation of divinity: 1) the 
gods cannot have a sex; 2) they cannot have children; 3) they cannot become angry; 4) they cannot behave obscenely; 5) they 
cannot carry out tasks equal to those of men. 

Therefore, through the analysis and comparison of some passages of this work with other texts written by apologists of the first 
four centuries, we will try to reflect about the Christian "judging" perspective against the classical mythology and the polytheistic 
religious system. 
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This panel, organised by the EASR Working Group on Religion in Public Education, invites papers on controversial issues both 
in religious education (RE) and RE-related research. Papers may, therefore, discuss the presentation of controversial issues in 

school, general issues that are discussed controversially with respect to teaching about religions in school, or controversial 
issues concerning national or international RE-related research. 

As a working group focusing particularly on the development of an Religious Studies (RS) -based RE, independent from any 
kind of promotion of religion or support of religious institutions or communities, papers discussing the theoretical basis for RS-

based RE and the theoretical complexity behind the representation of religion/s this kind of RE are particularly welcome. 
Papers may, for example, relate to recent criticism of the “world religions paradigm” and its relevance for RE, or focus on 

theoretical discussions on how ‘dead religions’, new religious movements, popular culture or indigenous religions may be part 
of Religion Education in school. Papers may also discuss differences and similarities between a confessional and non-

confessional RE – as well as differences and similarities between religiously motivated and religiously independent (secular) 
RE research, for example with a focus on insider vs. outsider perspectives. The frequent blurring of the boundaries between 

the latter two in the “field of RE” may be regarded as one of the main challenges for research on RE in the academic Study of 
Religion, because, in many contexts, the distinction between the two is difficult to communicate – not only outside academia, 
but also within the research community itself. This has serious consequences for the development of models for RE, not least 

with respect to freedom of religion and belief and human rights issues, as soon as obligatory models are being discussed. 

 

Confessional religious education as a controversial issue in non-confessional Swedish RE 

Jenny Berglund 

Stockholm University, Sweden 

Confessional religious education as a controversial issue in non-confessional Swedish RE 

In Sweden, RE (religion education) is a non-confessional obligatory school subject in primary, secondary as well as upper 
secondary school. The school subject is known to have a close link to the academic study of religions and is often perceived to 
be “neutral” although, as I have previously argued (2013) it could also be understood as “deeply marinated in Lutheran 
Protestantism”. In this presentation I discuss the findings from interviews with Swedish students which show that referring, or 
even mentioning supplementary religious education, i.e. the confessional religious education that some students attend in 
churches, mosques, online or through skype can be understood a controversial issue. The study shows that particularly Muslim 
students avoid talking about their supplementary Islamic education not only in school but also in RE-classrooms but that also 
students of other religious backgrounds avoid this due to negative reactions from both teachers and fellow students. On top of 
presenting the results I will also discuss what implications the results have for the teaching and learning of study of religions 
based school education.  

 

The Hidden (or More Visible?) Contexts of RE: Religious Symbols and Religiously Motivated Behaviour 
in Public Educational Spaces 

Ales Crnic, Anja Pogacnik 

University of Ljubljana, Slovenia 

While the content of and provisions for religious education (RE) in public schools is an oft-examined topic in our field, the other, 
hidden – though arguably more visible – side of RE is also the management of religious symbols and religiously motivated 
behaviour in public educational spaces. What is the attitude of European countries to religious symbols being displayed within 
their schooling premises (e.g., crucifixes on walls)? Do they have guidelines for handling pupils’ and/or teachers’ religious clothing 
(e.g., Muslim veils)? How about religious diets and abstentions from segments of the school curriculum (e.g., co-ed swimming 
classes)? 

This paper will first sketch out the main principles, dilemmas, and controversies related to religious symbols and religiously 
motivated behaviours in public schools (particularly as they pertain to various European countries). It will then focus on a select 
number of case studies to engage with the above questions and examine the strategies and policies adopted by European 
educational systems to cope with such challenges of religious presence in public schools. In particular it will explore the legal 
regulations governing the presence of religious symbols/behaviours in public schools and the court cases pertaining to the above 
issues with the ultimate aim being the development of a model mapping out the different strategies European countries adopt in 
dealing with the presence of religious symbols and religiously motivated behaviours in their public educational spaces. With this 
we hope to expand the discussion of religious education in public schools from the explicitly visible aspects of RE (such as its 
curriculum and implementation) to the often overlooked – and therefore hidden – aspects of educating children about religion: 
the everyday presence of religious symbols and behaviours in their school environments. 
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The proposed session seeks to explore how official Islamic leadership and grassroots Muslim communities across the wider 
East-Central Europe and post-Soviet Muslim Eurasia have negotiated their post-communist transition and reacted to their 

reintegration within the wider ummah. Presented papers will discuss the implications for institutionalised Muslim ‘clergy’ and 
state-Muslim relations of the political ‘Europeanisation’ (the so-called ‘Euro-Atlantic integration’) of countries in East-Central 
Europe, and the increasing political ‘Eurasianisation’ of Russia, the Muslim Caucasus and Central Asia. The panel will also 

examine the changing meanings and practices of Islam, as well as the very nature of Islamic legal authority in countries under 
the influence of Yusuf al-Qaradawi and other ‘global muftis’. It will pay special attention to the role of self-proclaimed Islamic 

‘scholars’ active online and in social media in shaping young Muslims’ ‘untraditional’ perceptions of ‘true’ Muslim-ness and their 
complex relationship with ‘national’ Islam, constitutionally enshrined secularism and societal confessional and ethnic pluralism. 

 

Europeanization of Islam or its de-islamization?: Patterns of governance of Islam in post-Communist 
Eastern Europe 

Egdunas Racius 

Vytautas Magnus University, Lithuania 

Since (re)gaining of their independence in the last decade of the 20th century, post-Communist Eastern European states with 
historical Muslim populations, within the framework of "state-church" relations, among other issues and challenges, had to 
grapple with governance of Islam. In this, many of them proceeded with what may be labelled "europeanization of Islam". 
However, by forcing local Muslim spiritual-administrative organizations, in their institutionalization and relations with the state, to 
proceed on the path of this purported europeanization, the states may be seen to be inadvertently de-islamizing (or pushing for) 
the institutional structures of local historical Islam. 

The paper will deal with the dilemma of Europeanization of Islam versus its de-islamization in the context of state-religion relations 
in post-Communist Eastern Europe. 

 

Coping with a double stigma: the case of Polish female converts to Islam 

Katarzyna Górak-Sosnowska1, Beata Abdallah-Krzepkowska2, Anna Piela3, Joanna Krotofil4 
1SGH Warsaw School of Economics, Poland; 2University of Silesia; 3Northeastern University; 4Jagiellonian University 

Compared to most Western countries, Poland is unique in terms of its Muslim population. The country is homogenous both 
ethnically and religiously, i.e. almost exclusively ethnically Polish and Catholic. The marginal number of Muslims means that they 
are therefore perceived not only as outsiders but also as posing a challenge for the dominant religion. Both perceptions have a 
particularly strong impact on female Muslim converts who are often visible due to their dress-code and criticized for presumed 
abandonment of their Catholic faith and submission to the rule of Muslim males. Looking through institutional lens, Polish 
converts fit neither to Muslims of migrant origin (even though some of them are linked to them through marriage), nor to the 
Tatars (even though they actually could, as both are native Polish), what leaves them in an institutional vacuum. At the same 
time they seem to be particularly vulnerable bearing a double stigma of not only being Muslim, but also converting on their own 
to this religion. The paper will look into how Polish converts to Islam in Poland cope with this double stigma and perceive their 
role in the mainstream society, basing on semi-structured interviews with female converts to Islam active in grass roots 
organisations, as well as in official Islamic organisations in Poland. 

 

The Invisible Community: Immigrant Muslims in Post-Communist Romania 

Ion Josan 

UiO, Norway 

The paper aims to analyze the issue of new Muslim communities in Romania, in the context of broader studies related to religious 
sociology and the history of European Islam The Muslim community in Romania is relatively small, just 80.000 people in a country 
of almost 20 million people. Nevertheless, the community is very diverse, having people from different geographical locations, 
adhering to multiple forms of religious expression specific to each Islamic school. Today, one of the most visible characteristics 
of the Muslim community in Romania is the rupture between the “Old Islam” of the Turk-Tatar community and the “New Islam” 
of the immigrant community. 

The Muslim community in Romania is in the center of a new da’wa, exerted by international structures, public or private, from 
the Persian Gulf. Today, these social dynamics and mobilities are accelerated and facilitated by globalization. The current re-
Islamization, which is one of the main characteristics of the last decades, greatly affects the Muslim communities of the diaspora. 
This flux of values, capital and persons between Europe and the Muslim world is one of the most characteristic realities of the 
last years, with multiple consequences, including security related issues. 

An important theme of the analysis will follow precisely the impact of militant Islam and that of the recent dynamics of the Middle 
East and Southern Asia on the Romanian Muslim communities: to what measure does this resonate in this context. 
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This panel explores the agency of women in and via religious networks from antiquity to the present, allowing for an 
interdisciplinary and comprehensive approach and a comparative discussion of the subject matter. Throughout the history of 

religions, women have initiated, shaped and maintained religious networks in their capacities as founders, priests, benefactors, 
dedicands, worshippers and more. Female agents were responsible for cult foundations, cult transfers and the creation of new 
religious organisations. Yet our understanding of female networks, agency and ‘religious creativity’, is limited, partly owing to 

the place of women on the margins of many societies. 
The panel aims, on the one hand, to narrow the gap in knowledge with regard to female agency and the establishment, 

maintenance and decline of religious networks. On the other hand, it raises questions about current approaches to gender and 
religion by inviting panellists to present their studies from an intersectional perspective. This perspective allows us to see 

beyond the single category of gender by taking into account the various factors that shape an individual’s (religious) 
experience, such as origin, social, and marital status. 

The main focus of the panel is on religious networks or network-like structures as described for antiquity by, for example, C. 
Taylor and K. Vlassopoulos, or for female migrants in Europe in the twenty-first century by M. Kontos. 

The main questions to be explored in this panel are: 
- How did women shape their environment through religious activities within and outside the framework of a religious network? 

Where do we find representations of women's agency and female networks in textual and material culture? 
- What triggers the creation of women’s religious ‘networks’, how do they develop and what leads to their end? 

- To what extent is the creation of religious networks linked to migration? 
- In what ways were female agents involved in the creation (or establishment) of new religious practices, their distribution and, 

at the same time, the continuation of religious traditions? 
- To what extent are particular religious practices and networks socially associated with female agency? 

- To what extent are gender-related practices that were marginalised by societies equally associated with other social spheres 
such as the household, magic and witchcraft (Eidinow 2016)? 

- Can factors such as gendered (social) space, gender-related exclusions from religious activities and social caging stimulate 
or prevent the creation of religious networks (Massey 1994 and 1998)? 

 

Cherchez la femme: women and the performance of rituals in classical Athens 480-332 BC 

Radwa Salem 

Ain Shams University, United Kingdom 

The aim of this paper is to shed the light on the role of women as active agents in shaping society and maintaining the cultural 
system. As cultural systems are maintained by rituals, the significant role of women as patrons of culture could be identified by 
studying their role in the performance of rituals. Classical Athens provides a good case study as the role of women in creation, 
change and maintenance of death rituals is recognized in both the textual and material evidence. For most of the phases of the 
mortuary treatment were the responsibility of the Athenian women, it is them who were directly associated with the performance 
of death rituals and the ones responsible for the continuity and survival of different aspects of culture from ancient times until the 
modern-day Greece. Moreover, the international society of Athens during the classical period provided a significant atmosphere 
of cultural interaction that clearly influenced the female identity and the way women expressed that identity. 

 

Women’s agency in cults for non-Greek deities in Classical and Hellenistic Athens 

Sabine Neumann 

Institute for Classical Archaeology, Philipps-University of Marburg, Germany 

The presentation analyses the agency of women in religious cults for so called non-Greek deities in Athens during Classical and 
Hellenistic times. Several studies stated that women played an essential part in ancient Greek religion due to the tradition that 
men provided priests for male deities and women for female deities. Ancient Greek religion is therefore regarded as a traditional 
sphere for the agency of women. This paper explores which roles women played in the introduction of so called non-Greek 
deities and new religious cults for i.e. Kybele, Isis, Bendis and Isodaites. Inscriptions and literary sources attest women, 
Athenians as well as migrant women, who introduce new deities, dedicate votive offerings and are active in cult associations for 
non-Greek goddesses. Furthermore, I draw particular attention to material culture for example representations of priestesses. A 
closer look at these sources will shed light on how Athenians and migrant women shaped the religious life in Classical and 
Hellenistic Athens. 

 

Religious associations, women and agency 

Julietta Alexandra Steinhauer-Hogg 

University College London, United Kingdom 

This paper explores the social dynamics of religious associations in Hellenistic Greece with a focus on priestesses and female 
agents. Religious associations offered individuals the scope to create and shape a socio-religious space for themselves and their 
fellow worshippers. Societal norms and restrictions such as ethnic origin, gender and civic status often played a marginal role. 
Women, whether local or non-local, could therefore hold leading positions often associated with men, as presidents, priests, 
religious specialists and secretaries, as well as benefactors and simple members. However, owing to the restrictions inherent in 
the overwhelmingly epigraphic evidence, it is often difficult to decide to what extent the positions described in the texts meant 
that these women held actual agency. By comparing certain inscriptions referring to female agents in Asia Minor, the Aegean 
and Athens, I discuss the potential for this line of research and the limitations faced when solely relying on epigraphy. 
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In Greco-Roman antiquity, religion was commonly perceived as a highly traditional matter, where alterations needed to be 
justified by religious authorities. It constituted a significant part of cultural traditions, and was per se understood as intended for 
safekeeping. Consequently, in analysing religious phenomena in those past societies, there is a certain reluctance to identify 
disruptions, changes or alterations, while the wish, often implicit, to detect continuity plays an important role in scholarship. 
This could be perceived as a structural weakness in the study of ancient religions, but can also be set as an initial point to 

reflect more on methods and aims of identifying continuity – and, along with it, disruption. 
Taking a closer look at continuity in religious matters in ancient Greece and Rome, we notice that this term describes quite 

different patterns and only rarely denotes the unchanged persistence of religious practices and/or beliefs. The wide spectrum 
between continuity, modifications and disruptions can be demonstrated in the choice of locations for cults and narratives, as 

well as in the construction of space in religious conceptions. Since the physical environment changes in appearance yet not in 
localisation, specific places are potentially an important continuity factor. In the variable construction of social space through 
performance, imagination or memory, places – the absolute space – constitute thus an element of stability. The Acropolis in 

Athens was the Acropolis for people in Classical, Byzantine and modern times no matter which changes in guise or function it 
experienced. Moreover, continuity in this sense can be unbound from the actual physical place when this becomes e.g. a lieu 

de mémoire according to Pierre Nora. 

 

From Pharaohs to Tetrarchs? Continuity and Change in Ruler Cult within the Temple of Luxor 

Nicola Barbagli 

Scuola Normale Superiore, Italy 

The temple of Luxor, built in the fourteenth century BC by Amenophis III as a temple for ruler cult in connection to the Theban 
god Amun, was among the most important sacred places in Egypt well into the Roman period. At the beginning of the fourth 
century AD, the temple underwent significant architectural and decorative alterations: the enclosure wall was rebuilt and equipped 
with towers and gates; the inner space was newly organized with a grid of streets, whose intersections were decorated with 
monumental tetrastyla honouring the emperors of the Tetrarchy. The structure of the temple was also altered to accommodate 
new functions: the vestibule to the sancta sanctorum was closed off and decorated with frescoes depicting the emperors and 
their retinues in various ceremonial activities. These interventions have been interpreted as evidence for the transformation of 
the temple into a military camp, of which the painted chamber would have been the ‘shrine of the standards’: this interpretation 
emphasizes the idea of a deep break with the former use of the spaces and the cult practices performed there. However, a 
different interpretation can be suggested, pointing out a certain degree of continuity: ruler cult was carried on through the worship 
of the emperors, while the traditional link to Amun was maintained thanks to a new access to the temple’s sanctuary, allowing 
the continuation of the god’s cult. This paper will examine these elements to explain the transformations of late antique ruler cult 
in this province, exploring the balance between changes and continuities with respect to the earlier Egyptian tradition. In this 
way, the case of Luxor will contribute to the refinement of scholarly methods for the understanding of continuities and disruptions 
in ancient religious practices. 

 

Standardisation of cult venues in Roman military camps and its impact on military religion 

Tomasz Dziurdzik 

University of Warsaw, Institute of Archaeology, Poland 

In its complex form, a military base embodied Roman culture: on one hand, a highly organised urbanised setting created at the 
edges of the civilised world as an ideal of copy of the City (Rome itself), on the other – a military fortification which was consciously 
provided with suboptimal defences due to strategic preference for aggression. The Roman Imperial military architecture was 
extremely standardised and moreover remained very stable through circa 250 years after the construction of permanent military 
bases until the Late Empire. Combined with other unifying trends, this resulted in near identical camp life for all members of the 
Roman army. 

At the very heart of this uniform setting was a complex of special significance: the headquarters (principia). In addition to the 
manifold administrative tasks performed there, the principia were a sacral space, especially their most sacred part – chapel of 
standards. The conventionality of those cult venues is striking in both the spatial and chronological aspect, beginning to change 
only with paganism fading as the state religion. 

The paper analyses the impact of this standardisation on the practices of military religion. While the uniformity of cult rites is an 
often observed fact, little attention has been paid to its roots. In fact, it is possible to pose a question whether the stability of 
military religion was not only due to its institutionalisation, but partly also caused by the uniformity of its setting. It can be argued 
that the cult practices of the Roman Imperial army were to some extent framed and limited by the architecture. And since the 
most important religious venue was also used to perform a myriad of other roles, we can suggest that it was rather the 
multifunctionality that acted as a force of inertia, rather than any conscious decisions by authorities. 

 

Capitoline Continuities: the Capitolium and Roman imagination of eternity 

Duncan MacRae 

University of California, Berkeley, United States of America 

Eternity is the greatest continuity of all. In two Augustan poems, the poets figure their poetic eternity in terms of the continuity of 
the Capitolium and ritual on the Roman Capitoline Hill. In his final Ode, Horace predicts that his work will be longer-lasting than 
bronze and impregnable to the forces of time, his reputation will flourish, “as long as the pontifex will climb the Capitoline with a 
silent maiden” (3.30.8-9); in the Aeneid, Virgil addresses Nisus and Euryalus, promising them “no day will remove you from 
mindful eternity, as long as the house of Aeneas inhabits the immobile rock of the Capitolium” (9.447-9) This paper argues that 
this early-imperial cultural imagination of the cult space of the Capitoline as a figure for an eternal Roman future (not limited to 



the two poets) is dependent on the materiality of the archaic temple, late Republican narratives of its prophetic foundation, and 
the modes of future-oriented cultic practice attached to the hill. In the first part of the paper, I discuss the topography of the hill 
and architectural history of the temple (recently clarified by Mura Sommella and Hopkins) to suggest the place’s and building’s 
impact on Roman cognition; in the second part, I look briefly at prophetic narratives associated with the temple’s foundation to 
suggest that it became an architectural vaticinium ex eventu; finally, I consider the ritual use of the hill for public care of the 
future, both through ritual vota for the coming year or campaign and through public rituals of divination. Recent scholarship has 
focused on the Capitoline as a lieu de memoire (Purcell; Grig); sticking with the issue of the link between place and cognition, 
this paper nevertheless takes the opposite approach – to view it as a lieu de l’avenir.  

 

Translating a Deity: Greek and Roman interpretations of the Cappadocian Goddess 

Fabio Guidetti 

University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom 

The Goddess of Cappadocia was an unnamed Anatolian deity, whose main place of worship was at Comana, on the mountains 
of the Antitaurus. Although the first documents of her cult go back to the neo-Hittite and neo-Assyrian kingdoms, it was only in 
the Hellenistic period that she reached a wider audience within the integrated Mediterranean culture: she was first appropriated 
as a sort of 'national deity' by the kings of Cappadocia (a Hellenised dynasty of Persian descent), then adopted by the Roman 
proconsul (and future dictator) Lucius Cornelius Sulla as his tutelary goddess, after his successful restoration of Cappadocian 
independence against Mithridates’ ambitions. The paper will examine how first the Cappadocian kings, then Sulla 'translated' 
this goddess in order to make her understandable for Greek and Roman audiences. The wide range of aspects of this all-powerful 
deity and her ample sphere of influence, stretching from motherhood to war, did not allow for a simple equivalence with one 
figure of the Greek or Roman pantheon: for this reason, the Cappadocian goddess was given several different Greco-Roman 
identities, continuously interchangeable depending on which aspect of her powers was to be emphasized in each particular 
occasion. Among these, the interpretation as Bellona was surely the most successful, to the extent that the previous worship 
practices of this Italic deity were obliterated by Anatolian influences: not only her cultic acts started mimicking those performed 
at Comana, but even the architectural features of her temples tried to replicate the natural setting of the Antitaurus mountains. 
The cultural translation of this goddess worked both ways: the domestication of this foreign deity through her assimilation to 
Bellona was matched by a spreading of her original Anatolian cult practices, which in the end completely reshaped the traditional 
worship of the Roman goddess to which she had been assimilated. 
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For some time we have been witnessing a growing number of miraculous phenomena. Marian revelations (Medjugorje), 
weeping paintings and sculptures (Akita) and the activity of various types of visionaries and stigmatics, as Padre Pio or 

Veronica Lueken, are becoming more and more popular. 
Thus, it can be stated with certainty that the Enlightenment belief that along with progress and modernity these phenomena will 
disappear has been falsified. Their increasing number means that they cannot be continuously interpreted as superstitions or 

survivals (folk religiosity) as if islands, enclaves of enchanted reality, in the disenchanted, modern Weberian world. 
In this situation, the social sciences need to develop a new approach to these phenomena, breaking the Enlightenment 

paradigm. Newer concepts treat the social popularity of these phenomena as a conservative reaction to the processes of 
secularisation and secularism. However, they are not convincing, because they ignore the fact that in this case we often deal 

with phenomena of an innovative nature. Frequently, the sites of apparitions and miracles become a space where revitalisation 
and renewal of religious life take place. On an additional reflection also deserves a growing number of people who are 

interpreting even the plain empirical fact in their lives, as a miraculous event using the “Godincidences” category. 
Scholars who are interested in studying miraculous phenomena in the context of social sciences and humanities are invited to 

participate in the panel. Papers might address the following themes but are not limited to. Any academic proposals are 
welcome. 

- social causes of the popularity of miraculous phenomena; 
- strategies of religious institutions to miraculous phenomena; 

- the lay authority’s attitude towards miraculous events; 
- development of socio-religious movements centred around the visionaries or the site of apparitions; 

- the social structure of these movements and their relations with the socio-cultural environment; 
- the everyday life of the visionaries and their relationship with the social environment; 

- the New Age Movement attitude to the traditional and new sites of apparitions and miracles; 
- sites of the apparitions as a space for experimentation and the revitalisation of religious life; 

- the mass media attitude towards miraculous phenomena and their part in popularisation; 
- strategies used by visionaries to popularise religious messages; 

- the similarities and differences between contemporary and pre-modern miraculous phenomena and their social reception. 

 

The secular memory of religious events. The social construction of the memory of the miracle of 
Zabłudów from 1965 after the transformation of the political system 

Maciej Krzywosz 

University of Bialystok, Poland 

In 1965, in Zabłudów, a small village on the Catholic-Orthodox borderland, North-west of Poland, there was a religious apparition, 
called by the local population a miracle of Zabłudów. On 13 May, on the meadow near the village, the Virgin Mary appeared to 
the 14-years girl – Jadwiga Jakubowska. This event initiated a series of social facts important not only for the local community. 
From placing religious symbols in the site of the apparition, to using by the communist authorities violence, including firearms, to 
pilgrims gathered there. Although at that time, by means of repression, religious symbols and the activity of pilgrims were 
eliminated, the memory of these events has survived in various forms of social consciousness to this day. 

The presentation consists of three parts. In the first one, I present the course of events in May and June 1965, taking into account 
the activities of the Communist authorities aimed at ridiculing the miracle of Zabłudów and consign it to oblivion. Throughout the 
presentation, the miracle, apparition, etc. are treated only as a social fact, not theological. In the second part, I describe the slow 
process of restoring the local memory of those events after the political transformation of 1989. It is interesting that it has a mainly 
secular character because local religious institutions actually do not participate in it. Paradoxically, it can be said that the memory 
of religious events is created and developed by the lay institutions or communities. The third part is devoted to conclusions and 
summary. The entire presentation is enriched with visual materials, photos and videos from 1965 and contemporary. 

 

Doctors and Stigmatics in the 19th and 20th centuries 

Gábor Klaniczay 

Central European University, Hungary 

In the framework of a monograph I am working upon of the “Discourses on the stigmatics from Saint Francis to Padre Pio”, one 
of the problems I have been dealing with was the medical discourse. In the case of modern stigmatics, such as Anne Catherine 
Emmerich, Louise Lateau, Padre Pio or Therese Neumann, the medical debate has played a crucial role in questioning or 
authenticating the stigmata. I will examine how rigorously critical modern medical discourse could serve as a justification of the 
supernatural nature of these wounds. I will also analyze, how these medical debates were interrelated to rivalries within the 
ecclesiastical structures and religious orders (e.g. the conflict between Agostino Gemelli and Padre Pio), or to Protestant-Catholic 
controversies (Emmerich and Lateau). Finally, I will pay attention to the critical approach by psychologists and psychiatrists 
(Charcot, Bourneville, Jannet), and their views on stigmatic clients (Madeleine Lebouc). 

 

Understanding of Miracles among Estonian-Speaking Orthodox 

Liina Eek 

Estonian Research Council, Estonia 

In my paper I describe Estonian-speaking orthodox people’s experiences with miracles and their connections with Orthodox 
spirituality. Empirical data was collected from 2012 to 2014 through semi-structured interviews of both clergy and lay people, 
aged from 22 to 89 years. 

The range of miracle experiences was abundant and diverse, with some of the experiences also being unpleasant, frightening 
or physically tormenting. To a limited extent, I also encountered manifestations of new spirituality, mainly in connection with 



angels. This could be observed mostly in persons who came from traditional Orthodox families but who did not have systematic 
knowledge about religion. 

The majority of Estonian-speaking persons who identify themselves as Orthodox believe in some type of miracles and the number 
of sceptics was very low in my group of respondents. I interpreted the results based on the concept of lived religion, according 
to which knowledge about dogmas and church doctrine is not an absolute precondition of religious spirituality and practice. 
Experience plays a major role in the Orthodox tradition. Expectation and belief in the possibility of something miraculous can be 
a contributing factor in the experience of miracles. This phenomenon has been observed in connection with miraculous icons or 
relics when people have described similar experiences in the past. This is different from the so-called ‘everyday miracles’, which 
appear in normal daily situations and are usually unexpected, without any prior preconditioning or expectation of a miracle. All 
miracle experiences, both expected and unexpected, are given meaning by the persons who experience them. If the experience 
is interpreted in the Christian context, it becomes a faith-affirming phenomenon and the presence of certain magical or new 
spirituality traits in the experience is irrelevant for the person’s faith and practice of faith. 

 

Sacred Sites Reinterpreted: New Age Phenomena at a Hungarian Marian Shrine 

Judit Kis-Halas 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Hungary 

Marian shrines were always the sites of miraculous healings and spectacular apparitions, and they attracted a large number of 
pilgrims. This is still the case, but nowadays they might also become the crystallisation points of New Age religiosity. Máriagyűd, 
a popular regional shrine in South Hungary, established in the 18th century (a site I have examined both from historical and 
contemporary angle) is today of particular importance for several esoteric groups and individual seekers. During my fieldwork I 
have observed that the shrine area is occasionally or even secretly turned into a place of various ceremonies (such as the 
opening of “dimension gates”, group meditations, communicating with extra-terrestrials). Furthermore, the regular pilgrimages 
on Marian feasts are also attended by esoteric or neo-pagan groups, like táltoses. The local esoteric healers and seers revive 
the ancient historical miracle type of moving sculptures (c.f. W. Christian), and communicate Marian messages to their clients. 
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All over the world we find places and localities given special religious or spiritual meaning and therefor are attracting people. 
Some of them have a long history and a mythology legitimizing the place as something special, others are rather new and can 
be understood as part of religious tourism, as a reinvention or re-actualization of old traditions or as a trans-religious meeting 

place. 
This panel especially invites papers having a focus (theoretically and empirically) on religious hotspots that are attracting 

people from different religious or non-religious affiliation. This can be different pilgrimage-spots but also places, where people 
in religious divided countries meets as a kind of neutral space. 

The panel invites the participants to take following questions into account: 
a) Are these religious hotspots somehow transcending religious affiliation? 
b) Is the place inscribed in or interpreted into different systems of meaning? 

c) What makes the place a religious hotspot? 
d) Is or have the place become a place for struggle between different religious groups or a place for fraternization? 

e) Has it become part of a political agenda 

 

Kataragama – a religious hotspot in Sri Lanka uniting Hindus and Buddhist as well as Muslims, Christian 
(and tourists) 

Marianne Qvortrup Fibiger 

University of Aarhus, Denmark 

The island of Sri Lanka is home to a multi-ethnic society of approximately 20 million people. The population mainly comprises of 
Sinhalas (74.9%), Sri Lankan Tamils (11.2%), Indian Tamils (4.2%), Sri Lanka Moors, often identified as Muslims (9.2%), 
Burghers (0.2%), Malays (0.2%) and other, ethnic groups that have essentially been linked with particular religions and language 
groups. Ethnic Sinhalas are predominantly Buddhist, whereas the ethnic Tamils are primarily Hindu. These two ethnic groups 
have been opposite parts in an “ethnic conflict” that culminated in a civil war, that lasted for about 25 years ending in May, 2009.  

I have done fieldwork in Sri Lanka both under and after the conflict and have every time visited the pilgrimage place called 
Kataragama in the southern part of the country at a riverbank with a Hindu shrine, a Buddhist temple and a Mosque. What I in 
relation to this panel identifies as a religious hotspot, and which despite the tension between different religious and ethnic groups 
seems to unite the devotees. 

Despite the main religious festival is held in honor of the Hindu god Murugan it will be argued that it is a common shared 
devotional pattern that unite the devotees, who visits all the religious sites no matter of religious affiliation. From an overall 
perspective the specific devotional pattern is a combination of Hindu bhakti devotionalism, supplemented by Buddhist and Muslim 
devotional elements ending with a big Buddhist inspired Elephant parade (Pereha).  

This paper will give a short introduction to this religious hotspot, but it will also on the basis of my last fieldwork visit in 2018 
discuss if everything is as harmonious as it on the surface looks like.  

 

A hot spot in cold mountains. The religious productivity of the Erzgebirge 

Katharina Neef 

Leipzig University, Germany 

The Erzgebirge region is widely known for its traditional Christmas decoration. But it also shows features of a specific religious 
hotspot: a number of new religious movements with a Protestant background established large communities (e.g. the Methodist 
church, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Seventh-Day-Adventists, or the Latter Day Saints), the church attendance rates are 
significantly high (compared to the rest of East Germany) and conservative and right-wing-parties score traditionally high in this 
region, where initiatives against abortion, same-sex-marriages, and migration policy gain wide publicity. Especially the latter fixed 
the title “Saxon Bible Belt” to the region. 

The paper will develop a frame setting this evidence in a historical context – when the Erzgebirge was a hotspot of chiliastic 
communities with new revelations, as the Gemeinschaft in Christo Jesu by H. Lorenz or the Hirt und Herde by A. Hain. This 
frame will also provide the identification of initials and developmental paths connecting the mentioned features to a wide range 
of circumstances (e.g. historical, cultural, religious, political, spatial, and residential). Comparisons to similar regions will clarify 
and heighten the identified structures. 

 

Religious hotspot: Ängsbacka, Värmland 

Katarina Plank 

Karlstad University, Sweden 

In the province of Värmland, half way between Stockholm and Oslo, the international course and festival centre of Ängsbacka 
has for more than twenty years been a focal point for people seeking personal and spiritual growth. Ängsbacka has been 
identified by Liselotte Frisk as a ”growth centre” associated with the human potential movement in Sweden. Founded by disciples 
of Osho, Ängsbacka has developed into an eclectic and new age-inspired centre (Frisk 2016: 200). 

Ängsbacka holds several gatherings every year attracting thousands of visitors: the summer and winter solstice are celebrated, 
and during the summer period the festivals succeeds each other. During the year courses, retreats and trainings are also offered, 
where mostly tantric and yoga practices are taught. 

Ängsbacka has also been registrerd as an ecovillage with a vision ”to become one of Europe's leading meeting points for human 
sustainable development, and a source of inspiration for social, personal and global well being.” 

Today, some 20 people are living at Ängsbacka all year around, and some fifty persons have permanently moved to Molkom in 
the vicinity, where they are planning starting a school. 



To be able to address the questions of the panel, the paper aims at outlining a history of Ängsbacka’s establishment and 
development, exploring and what Lily Kong (2001, 2007) has termed ”the politics and poetics of the sacred” i.e. how Ängsbacka 
as a sacred place has been produced and how it is ”tied up with, and draws meaning from, social and political relationships” (the 
politics of the sacred) and how the landscape of Ängsbacka is thought of and communicated (the poetics of the sacred). By doing 
so, the paper will in particular focus on the questions of what makes a place a religious hotspot, and to what extent the religious 
hotspot of Ängsbacka is transcending religious affiliation. 

 

The Lingsar temple as a shared sacred space: Social actors of Pujawali festival 

Anna Marta Mackowiak 

Institute for the Study of Religions, Jagiellonian University in Krakow, Poland 

In a predominately Muslim Lingsar village, in Lombok known as 'the island of 1000 mosques', in Indonesia, there is a crucial 
temple for a local Hindu community. But Pura/Kemaliq Lingsar is more than that, it is a sacred space shared by Balinese Hindus 
and some of indigenous Sasaks who adhere to Islam. The Islam of Lombok can be characterized as heterogenous; modern and 
puritan Sasak Muslims do not identify with this multireligious hotspot. 

The annual temple festival in Lingsar – Pujawali – connects two ethno-religious groups. Pujawali culminates in Perang Topat – 
a ‘rice cake’ (ketupat) ‘war’ (perang). The celebration symbolizes harmony and brotherhood, it is portrayed as a perfect showcase 
of the 'unity in diversity' national motto. However, each group has its own interpretation of how and thanks to whom the sacred 
space in Lingsar was established. There is no consensus on the meaning and the origin of the name Pujawali. And therefore, 
the Lingsar temple during its festival is an arena of both, unity and confrontation. Various parties compete over the event. Not 
only unorthodox Sasak Muslims and Balinese Hindus participate in the discourse on Pujawali. Numerous government official 
and religious scholars have been interested in controlling the celebrations. Moreover, Pujawali is an emerging tourist event, it 
attracts travel agents, journalists, and foreign visitors. 

The presentation is a part of a larger project on social actors of Indonesian religious rituals, the project is both, empirical and 
textual. For the first time I participated in Pujawali in 2011, I have been conducting field research around the last two editions of 
the event. Furthermore, I have learned about substantial changes that occurred within the ritual activities from David Harnish, 
the most respected expert in this field. 
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Global sustainability challenges – such as climate change and the on-going dramatic sixth extinction event – have led scholars 
of different fields to talk about the age of the Anthropocene: an epoch defined by the dominant impact of humans on the global 
environment. We are facing not only an ecological, economic, or social crisis, but, as economist Manfred Max-Neef (2010: 201) 
has stated, “a crisis of humanity” with colossal repercussions. How have scholars of religion approached the domain of religion 

in this research context? 
In this session, we approach the topic of sustainable development from a broad angle and invite scholars of religion to share 
their perspective on the subject. How is the relationship between religion and sustainability issues confronted, analyzed and 

discussed in research conducted under the shadow of the Anthropocene? What is the relevance of the study of religion within 
this discussion, spanning across various fields of research? How have scholars approached religion as a changing and 

transforming phenomenon in the middle of a world that seems to usher societies to re-evaluate the meanings of, for example, 
human development, civilization and wellbeing. 

We welcome a broad spectrum of proposals aiming to illuminate the relationship between religion and sustainability from 
different kinds of perspectives. Both empirical and theoretical approaches are very much welcome to join the discussion. 

 

Rethinking Consumerism from the Perspective of Religion 

Mikko Sakari Kurenlahti 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

In this article, the perspective of implicit religion is adopted in order to rethink consumerism as an existential strategy, and discuss 
the meaning of this point of view in the age of the Anthropocene—the geological epoch defined by the dominant impact of 
humans on the global environment. This paper aims to integrate perspectives of the study of religion with the field of sustainability 
studies to offer new approaches to the pursuit of sustainable lifestyles under the generally secular orientation of Western 
consumer culture. In previous research, the subject of consumerism as an implicit religion is rarely approached through 
sustainability studies. It is further suggested that this approach is to be understood as compatible with the general secularization 
of the Western sustainability movement. 

Following the example provided by the works of Gordon Lynch, special emphasis is given to three different functions that religion 
potentially serves: i) a social, ii) an existential, and iii) a transcendent function. What follows is a holistic and multidimensional 
approach to consumerism. It is hypothesized that consumerism is not so much about individual materialistic tendencies, but 
more about the formation of transcendent meanings that are inherently social and existentially significant by nature. As a result, 
this approach problematizes standard interpretations of consumerism as being about the promotion of the individual against the 
collective and as leading to a general sense of purposelessness. The perspective of religion reveals how patterns of consumption 
become illuminated with meaning and connected to a shared way for individuals to articulate a sense of purpose in contemporary 
contexts. 

Kurenlahti, M.; Salonen, A. O. (2018) Rethinking Consumerism from the Perspective of Religion. Sustainability 10, no. 7: 2454. 
Online: http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/10/7/2454. 

 

Greening Processes among Religious Organizations – Implementations at a Local Level 

Fabian Huber 

University of Basel, Switzerland 

At the international level, religious actors are increasingly participating in climate debates. But does the engagement at the local 
level reflect this global religious commitment? What are the implementation and participation opportunities for religious actors at 
the local level (e.g. churches, religious NGOs)? 

The academic debate on the relationship between religion and ecology assumes that religion has central resources to address 
climate change: religions shape the worldviews, moral concepts and everyday practices of broad sections of the population. 
Thanks to these resources, they can, for example, carry out public relations work in the field and exert influence on decision-
makers, initiate concrete socio-technological projects (e.g. installation of photovoltaic systems) or spread environmentally friendly 
worldviews and values (e.g. through sermons or religious instruction). 

Empirical studies that support these assumptions, however, are scarce. Studies sometimes point to the difficulties of religious 
climate engagement: on the one hand, religious climate engagement has a difficult status in religious communities, since other 
key issues (e.g. poverty) often receive a higher priority. On the other hand, interaction with "non-religious" local actors can be 
difficult if tensions arise with political and other civil society actors. Especially in the technological and scientific debates on 
climate change and among climate activists, some of whom are critical of religion, exclusion and marginalization of religion can 
occur. This raises the questions of how religious actors are involved in local climate activities and which legitimation strategies 
they pursue. 

I will discuss these questions by drawing upon empirical results from the project "Urban Green Religions". In the context of this 
project, we conducted qualitative interviews with local religious communities in Switzerland and Germany. 

 

On the Road to Katowice: Reflecting on Religion and Sustainability through the Pilgrimage for Climate 
Justice 

Carrie Beth Dohe 

University of Marburg, Germany 

In 2013, the World Council of Churches reinterpreted Christian pilgrimage by calling for a pilgrimage of peace and justice. In 
Germany, this was transformed into a pilgrimage for climate justice that brought pilgrims to the UN Climate Talks in Paris. In 
2018, the pilgrims began in Bonn, the site of COP23 and walked to Berlin, where, at the end of November, they delivered a 
petition to the German federal government demanding more action on climate protection. This pilgrimage for climate justice 



reinterpreted the WCC’s call to celebrate God’s gifts and visit the wounds wrought by injustice as sites: points of pain, such as 
the coal-mining regions of Germany and Poland, and places of power, such as churches using solar energy and sustainable 
banks. I participated in the last two-week stretch of the pilgrimage within Poland, which ended in Katowice, the site of COP24, 
on Dec. 7. 

The pilgrimage for climate justice provides an example of how the concern with sustainability is transforming religion. At the 
same time, I noted stark contrasts between the group of pilgrims departing from Germany, its Polish supporters, and another 
group of climate pilgrims that arrived on Dec. 7 from Rome. The German pilgrims could be described as post-materialist: people 
whose needs and wants have been satisfied and can thus give attention to spirituality and non-materialist values. Polish society, 
in contrast, is highly materialist, having just become an open society less than three decades ago and still defining freedom 
through the lens of consumerism. Several pilgrims in the Roman group come from the Philippines, where climate change has 
affected their lives directly and brutally. These differences caution us to pay close attention to how we talk about “religion” and 
“sustainability,” and how different social actors think about “human development,” “civilization” and “wellbeing.” 
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Religious artefacts being in a temple or sanctuary are included in a specific religious context, which has anthropological, 
cultural, historical, aesthetic and psychological elements. Its meaning is revealed only in the unity of the components 

associated with the peculiarities of beliefs and practices of a religion. In transferring these artefacts into museum space, the 
problem appears of semantic and axiological reorientation of senses and meanings, which are associated with them. The aim 

of the open session is to discuss actual problems of a new interdisciplinary aspect of religious studies closely linked with 
museology, history of material culture, anthropology, history of art and history of ideas: What sense may the religious artefact 
obtain, when it is pulled out from the religious context and placed into a museum space? Does it lose its sacred meaning and 

become only a piece of art or an object of historical memory? What is the role of the field scholars, collectors, museum 
curators in gathering, obtaining and presenting the religious artefacts? What is the influence of the theoretical paradigms in 

academic study of religions on the presentation of religious artefacts in the temporal and permanent exhibitions in museums of 
the various types (art, historical, ethnographic, interactive theme parks)? 

 

Artifact anxiety and Greco-Roman inscriptions in secular and confessional scholarship 

Dimitri Bratkin 

St Petersburg State University, Russian Federation 

Two basic topics of this session, as I see them, is (1) to discover what happens to a religious article when it becomes a part of 
the new, and presumably by definition secular, context of the museum, and (2) to examine the role of a person (i.e., researcher, 
collector, curator, etc) that stands behind this relocation. Still, there is an inevitable question whether these patterns are one-way 
or work in both directions. Namely, it is fair to study a backward process of religious appropriation of an originally secular object, 
i.e., an artifact, or collection, or idea(s), and personal involvement of particular individuals in this takeover. 

My subject is a story behind the conservative evangelical theological appropriation of the background archeological study of the 
New Testament. The advance of the archeological study of the ancient Near East and the Mediterranean in the latter half of the 
19th century has led to ‘artifact anxiety’. That was largely reversed in the course of a process that started in early 20th century in 
the works of Sir William Mitchell Ramsay (1851-1939) and reached its apex in the later, predominantly evangelical scholarship, 
exemplified e.g. by W. Ward Gasque (b. 1939) and others. From its very beginning this approach utilizes a set of positive testing 
strategies and variations of evidential paradigm which eventually led to the construction of particular of appraisal, acquisition, 
and selection strategies of the artifacts (mostly inscribed Greco-Roman stones) that are employed for non-secular purpose in a 
disguise that. This provides an interesting subject in the anthropology of knowledge and a number of case studies in the 
interpretation of the artifacts. Of these, the famous Jewish inscription of Aphrodisias that was part of a communal religious 
institution, is perhaps the most interesting.  

 

Evenki beliefs (on the expedition materials of G. M. Vasilevich) 

Aleksandra Belova 

St.Petersburg State University, Russian Federation 

Glafira Vasilevich was among the first students of V. Bogoraz and L. Sternberg sent to study expedition trips. During her scientific 
life, she visited more than 10 expeditions, where she collected materials for the study of the Evenki culture. With the 
scrupulousness characteristic of her teachers, Glafira Vasilevich drew attention to the smallest details in the hunting and reindeer 
rites of the Evenki. Neither elements of the costume, nor decorations of the tent from within, nor linguistic evidence of the 
etymology of Evenk words escaped her attention. Such an ethnography allowed her not only to describe the Evenki rites in detail, 
but also to make assumptions about the evolution of beliefs. Based on the materials collected during the expedition in the 1920s 
and the analysis of the articles on the Evenks by G. M. Vasilevich, the report attempts to reconstruct the beliefs of the indigenous 
people of Syberia. Special attention will be paid to material evidences from the Vasilevich archive, and the author's work with 
them for the preparation of her articles. 

 

Presenting Religion(s) in the Permanent Displays of Estonian Museums 

Kerttu Männiste 

Art Museum of Estonia Foundation, Estonia 

Last decades have witnessed the rise in the number of museums in Estonia, their presence in public space and media has 
improved and visitor numbers have increased. Society´s expectations for museums have also changed from secluded academic 
research venues to open educational environments for large pluralistic audiences. With larger cultural, social and public power 
the museums in current multi-cultural and rapidly changing societies face the challenges of presenting religion(s) – one of the 
central phenomenon of human cultural history – in an emphatic manner. How to communicate the role of religion(s) in history in 
general and in specific country in particular, how the values and traditions with religious background manifest themselves in 
contemporary culture and what is the current role of religion(s) in a community/society are just some of the questions the museum 
displays should reflect and discourse on.  

Using examples from Estonian museums, comparative material from museums in other Baltic countries and references to 
international practices the presentation examines how Estonian museums present, represent, perform, comment on and 
communicate objects, ideas and attitudes related to religion(s). The focus of the qualitative content analysis will be on the displays 
of Estonian History Museum and Estonian National Museum.  
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Nonreligion and Europe 

Stephen Bullivant1, Josh Bullock2 
1St Mary's University, United Kingdom; 2Kingston University, London 

This paper will present original research undertaken as part of the 3-year ‘Understanding Unbelief’ project. It draws from our 
forthcoming chapter in The Oxford Handbook of Religion and Europe which will analyse the latest wave of the European Values 
Study (2017), with a particular focus on indicators of nonreligion across 40+ European countries. Based on other recent studies 
(e.g. European Social Survey), this will show rapidly growing levels of secularity in most countries (albeit with significant 
exceptions). Already, much of Europe is marching towards a post-Christian society with young adults especially neither 
identifying with, nor practising religion. Nevertheless, Europe’s nations exhibit a great deal of diversity and variability in their 
(non)religious sociocultural climates: there is no one (or two, or three, or four) “European pattern”. 

The decline of Christianity in much of Europe has given rise to novel and innovative new ways to belong. Therefore, we will also 
offer substantive instances of organised (and sometimes antagonistic) unbelief and instances of ‘positive nonreligion’ over the 
past couple of decades in Europe. For example, in Germany the Meetup ‘Drinking & Socializing with Atheists in Frankfurt’ and 
the consumption and commercialisation of nonreligion in the form of handmade ‘atheist shoes’ in Berlin with the sole (not soul!) 
leaving a print reading ‘ich bin atheist’ (I am an atheist). The Kazimierz Lyszczynski Foundation (KLF) in Poland, which supports 
campaigns like ‘Days of Atheism’ (including atheist award ceremonies) and ‘atheist picnics’. The rise and demise of organised 
secular community the Sunday Assembly in Western European countries. As well as new and quite radical traditions (refugee 
camps) and rites of passage (secular confirmations) for Norwegian young humanists. As well as the upsurge of online 
nonreligious communities on social media for example, ‘The Dutch Atheist’ with over one hundred thousand Facebook 
likes/follows.  

 

Slovakia: postsecular or post-traditional? 

Roman Kečka 

Department of Comparative Religion, Faculty of Arts, Comenius University in Bratislava, Slovak Republic 

The paper discusses today’s complex religious situation in Slovakia, pondering the adequacy of the concepts usually used in 
this context. The last three decades have shown that the Western concepts of secularization, desecularization and/or post-
secularism do not completely fit the Slovak religious reality that obviously goes beyond the Western conceptual horizon. While 
the countries in Western Europe are undergoing a postsecular turn, this does not seem to be the case in Slovakia, which has 
instead seen a very dynamic post-traditional turn characterized not only by belonging to a church and attending its services, but 
also by an openness to new spiritual possibilities outside the institutional ecclesiastical milieu. In the conditions of a modern 
society, post-traditional Christianity in Slovakia is experiencing transformations and adaptations of traditional religious forms. The 
case of Slovakia suggests that the contemporary academic study of religion has to learn how to ask correct, up-to-date questions 
on religion and non-religion to get the big picture and the details of the dynamics of the actual religious landscape in Slovakia. 

 

Otherness and Inclusion: Interfaith Scotland and Representations of the Scottish Non-religious - the 
Threat of ‘Militant Secularism’, the Search for ‘Common Ground’ and Humanism as a ‘Belief’ Tradition 

Liam Sutherland 

The University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom 

This paper will examine the developing relationship between the national interfaith association of Scotland – Interfaith Scotland 
(IFS) and the ‘non-religious.’ The means by which ‘non-religion’ and the ‘non-religious’ are represented by IFS has shifted subtly 
but considerably; from often implicit contrast with the virtues and values of ‘faith’ to the ‘all faiths and none’ discourse common 
to interfaith or multi-faith institutions in many parts of the world. In the early years of the organisation, ‘non-religion’ and the ‘non-
religious’ were rarely mentioned, forming an implicit other. This however masked a clear awareness of the decline of Christian 
hegemony and concern about lack of public awareness or interest in religious issues among many Scots. This in turn led to 
worries that religious practice would be viewed as quaint or even marginalised within the changing post-devolutionary public 
sphere and potentially within an independent Scotland. Increasing critiques of the public position of religion in the media (though 
primarily aimed at the Church of Scotland) led to vocal condemnations of ‘militant secularism.’ However, IFS’s commitment to 
the value of dialogue inevitably led to attempts to bridge the gulf and to the search for ‘common ground’ through a series of joint 
conferences with members of Humanist and Secular groups. I will argue however that this search for ‘common ground’ was 
constructed by those with strong religious identities and group commitments against a kind of ‘apathetic other’, failing to represent 
the fluidity of religious identities found in modern Scotland. Furthermore, Interfaith Scotland have increasingly relied on the 
Humanist Society Scotland (HSS) as representatives of a common essentialised ‘belief’ tradition compatible with their view of 
religion, who are accorded the status of legitimate voice of the non-religious despite claiming only a small fraction of the self-
identified non-religious.  

 

The attitudes of deconverts and lifelong atheists towards religious people: The role of religiosity and 
spirituality 

Teemu Juhani Pauha 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

Increasing atheism, or the view that there is no god, is a major trend affecting the Western religious landscape. Despite their 
social importance, non-believers have traditionally received little attention in the psychology of religion. Lately, the interest in 
them has begun to grow, but a number of unanswered questions remain. For example, it has been suggested that there are 
important psychological differences between deconverts and lifelong atheists, but such differences have not been studied so far. 



Furthermore, despite the plethora of research on attitudes of religious believers towards non-believers, attitudes of the latter 
towards the former have remained severely understudied. 

The existing studies typically contrast atheism with religiosity, but lack a more nuanced conceptualisation of atheism. Even 
though atheism and religiosity are regularly considered to be polar opposites, there are good reasons to see the two as partly 
overlapping categories. Despite not believing in god, some atheists are highly active participants in religious communities or 
have otherwise found some aspects of religion worth salvaging. The term spirituality is typically used in reference to existential 
and ethical thinking or to experiences of the sacred and the sublime, especially as they take place outside the institutional 
boundaries of organized religion. The demarcation of spirituality from organized religion has made the former a popular concept 
among atheist thinkers, who wish to appropriate aspects of religiosity. 

In this paper, I present survey data (N = 758) collected from non-believers in four countries (Australia, Finland, Germany, and 
Norway). I investigate statistically the relationships between deconversion, religiosity/spirituality, and attitudes towards the 
national religious majority, religious minorities in general, and Muslims in particular. I argue that non-believers with and without 
a previous belief in god differ in their attitudes towards those with a religion, and this difference is related to differing levels of 
religiosity and spirituality. 
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The ‘construction’ of the sociopolitical values of Tulsīdās historical figure in the framework of Hindi 
literary criticism 

Fabio Mangraviti 

''Sapienza'' University, Rome, Italy 

In my report I propose to focus the process of literary canonization of the historical figure of Gosvāmī Tulsīdās (1532 – 1623), 
major figure of Hindi devotional (bhakti) early modern poetry. I will do so by outlining the historical conceptions concerning this 
poet elaborated by the major representatives of Hindi literary criticism of the 20th century. My aim will be that of evaluating the 
role played by Hindi literary criticism in the ‘construction’ of the sociocultural and political values embodied by his poet/ devote, 
whose figure becomes, since the first decades of the 20th century, central to Hindi public sphere (Orsini 2002). We will begin by 
examinating the ideological perspective about Tulsīdās elaborated by G. A. Grierson (1851 – 1941) the author of the Linguistic 
Survey of India, who deems the poet, as well as his major work, the Rāmacaritmānas, (The ‘Lake of deeds of Rām’), as agents 
during Indian early modern period of a ‘‘civil’’ and ‘‘reformist’’ tendencies. R. C. Śukla (1884 – 1941) - author, in the 1920s, of 
the first canon of Hindi literature, the Hindī Sāhitya kā itihās (‘‘History of Hindi literature’’) - gives to Tulsīdās a central role in his 
historical interpretation. According to this scholar this devotional poet is the major advocate, during bhakti kāl (‘‘devotional age’’), 
of the ‘‘popular’’ (lok) reshaping of north Indian society. The tendency to ascribe to Tulsīdās historical figure, within the framework 
of Hindu society, a reforming and civilizing function also had a deep impact on the critics that in 1950s/ 1960s adopted in their 
analyisis a Marxist historical approach. We will analyze the aesthetical and historical perspective of Rām Vilās Śarmā (1912 – 
2000) a critic that evaluated Tulsīdās as an ‘‘anti -feudal’’ (sāmant- virodhī) poet. 

 

Ambedkar's Dhamma and it's Critique of Dharma 

Neha Singh 

Jawaharlal Nehru University, India 

Ambedkar always questioned religion on the basis of its blindfolded practices and was inclined to replace it with rationality and 
scientific temper. His work, “Buddha and his Dhamma,” rejected the superstructure of Hinduism that is built on pure/impure 
classification of varnas defined by birth. He opined that the Brahmins (minority) under Hinduism forced varnashramdharma on 
people that was political in nature and inhuman in approach by ostracising shudras (majority) at large. Instead he reflected on 
what ought to be the base of the belief system by illustrating Dhamma as a liberation theology more than a spiritual source which 
targeted emancipation and led to formation of a new identity. He applied it for the larger politics of the society by stressing upon 
its basis on the values of knowledge and evil of ignorance. It stresses on the value of man and sets a principle of good and just 
life. Interestingly, Ambedkar’s dhamma is a different concept from dharma. Dhamma has the healing capacity to set one free 
from fear, superstition, hatred, and inferiority complex unlike Hindu dharma based on irrational, graded inequality. Hence, under 
the light of Dhamma, this paper shall first try to seek to understand Ambedkar’s perspective on religion and introducing dhamma 
as a site for learning. Following it up, the paper shall stress on the struggle for the consolidation of superiority of rationality over 
the belief system and the changes it accompanies. Finally, it will throw light on the role of Dhamma displacing/modifying the 
belief system. It shall be accompanied with encapsulating the shifts in the philosophy, process and forms of religion. 

 

Indian Philosophy beyond India: Reception of “Daśapadārthaśāstra” (勝宗十句義論) in East Asia 

Tadas Snuviškis 

Vilnius University, Lithuania 

“Daśapadārthaśāstra” (or “Daśapadārthī”) is one of the earliest fully extant texts of Vaiśeṣika school (darśana) of Indian 
philosophy. It provides a clear and systematic exposition of the main tenets of Vaiśeṣika in an accessible and comprehensive 

manner. The text is dated to 5-6th centuries CE and is attributed to certain Candramati (月慧) or Maticandra (慧月). Originally 

written in Sanskrit, “Daśapadārthaśāstra” was translated into Chinese by Xuanzang (玄奘) around 647 CE as “Shengzong shijuyi 

lun” (勝宗十句義論). 

Having been translated into Chinese, “Shengzong shijuyi lun” was included into the catalogs of Buddhist texts and subsequently 

secured its place within East Asian Buddhist Canons (Dazangjing 大藏經, e.g. Taishō text number – T. 2138) notwithstanding 

the fact that “Shengzong shijuyi lun” is clearly not a Buddhist but a Brahmanical text. 

Even though scholars tend to identify Buddhist texts and teachings as the single legacy of Indian philosophy in East Asia, 
numerous Buddhist texts in Dazangjing contain informing passages and references about Sāmkhya, Vaiśeṣika, Yoga and Jain 
thought that testify to the importance of Brahmanical and other Indian thought in East Asia. 

The least investigated aspect of “Daśapadārthaśāstra” reception that I am intending to discuss is “Shengzong shijuyi lun” 
commentaries and other to the treatise and Vaiśeṣika directly related information scattered across various texts of Dazangjing. 

In contrast to the absence of “Shengzong shijuyi lun” commentaries in China, the Tokugawa Japan of XVIII-XIX c. witnessed a 
surprising upsurge of interest in Vaiśeṣika that produced a host of until now uninvestigated commentaries on “Shengzong shijuyi 
lun” of which many are still in the form of manuscripts. 
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Peoplehood and the Interrelations between Ethnicity and Religion 

Terje Ostebo 

University of Florida, United States of America 

Ethnicity has largely been a topic of little concern for scholars of religion. Religion, on its part, is too often understood in Western 
terms as an individual matter, related to personal belief. This has had consequences for how we perceive so-called religious and 
ethnic conflicts, for example in Northern Ireland on in the Balkans, which often are viewed as one or the other. Ethnic conflicts 
were moreover considered something of the 1990s, with religion increasingly is perceived as the source of conflict in the 
21stcentury. Some scholarly work has been done on the interrelations between religion and ethnicity, but there are still significant 
gaps to be filled. This paper questions the notion that ethnicity is obsolete, and discusses the interrelations between religion and 
ethnicity. Inspired by the material turn in religious studies and, in particular, scholarship on embodiment and space, it applies the 
concept of peoplehood as the conceptual point of departure, and argues for a view that sees ethnicity and religion as foundational 
dimensions of peoplehood. While recognizing the constructive character of ethnicity, the paper argues that ethnicity is not 
constructed out of thin air, but that both ethnicity and religion are intimately intersected with humans’ primary embodied and 
emplaced realities. It moreover argues that religion is more than a Protestant individualized private affair, but, similar to ethnicity, 
more a matter of collective identity and belonging. The central argument is that primary embodied relations and emplaced realities 
as the basis for the imagination of peoplehood, and moreover, that this remains crucial for understanding the strong affective 
character of the ethnic and religious dimensions. The paper’s empirical case is from modern Ethiopian history, a locality where 
the intertwined nature of ethnicity and religion is particular fruitful for a broader theoretical of these issues. 

 

A voice of Old Belief. Exploring the inter-revolutionary political imagination of Old Believers 

Igor Kuziner 

National Research University Higher School of Economics, Russian Federation 

Studies focusing on a political dimension of Old Believers' life in Russian Empire have become a historiographical tradition 
already by the beginning of 20th century. Since the first half of 19th century, both revolutionary-minded freethinkers (from Herzen 
to Narodniks and Bolsheviks) and loyalists (such as Subbotin or Liprandi) suggested that the communities of Old Believers may 
become a political force that may be in contradiction with the policies of the Russian Tsarist state. 

Despite the ideological controversy between those above-mentioned «camps», they agreed that Old Believers were lacking their 
own political agency and could be just instruments used by some external forces to achieve their own goals.  

Indeed, we do not have too many proves to illustrate an active and autonomous political capacity of Old Believers and to hear 
clearly a political voice of these representatives of what Aleksandr Etkind once called “a sinister silence of Russian religious 
underground”. However, one narrative could be useful to make an Old Believers political agency more tangible. The case has 
come from inter-revolutionary Russia when Old Believers for the first time obtained an ability to lead a full political life. A number 
of councils and other gatherings which took place from February to October of 1917 and were carefully recorded by journalists 
of Old Believers own newspapers gives us a chance to analyze what were actual political needs and demands of Old Believers 
and how their political imagination worked. 

This paper aims at giving an opportunity to Old Believers to speak up to demonstrate how their active political potential could be 
represented and how they saw their place in the “new Russia”. 

 

Religious Factor in Interethnic Contacts in Samara Trans-Volga Region 

Ekaterina Andreevna Iagafova, Valeria Vitalyevna Bondareva 

Samara State University of Social Sciences and Education, Russian Federation 

Formation of ethnically mixed population of Samara Trans-Volga region in the XVI-XIX centuries was accompanied by various 
contacts of ethnic groups (Russians, Tatars, Chuvash, Mordovians, etc.) in the industrial, social, religious and ritual spheres of 
life. The study of this topic is connected with identification of factors determining the formation and maintenance of the ethno-
cultural identity of groups and existing “ethnic boundaries” between them. As the results of the research show, a religious factor 
positively determined the contacts of Russians, Mordovians, the majority of Chuvash, Ukrainians, Tatar-Kryashens within the 
framework of the Orthodox community, contributed to inter-ethnic marriages, the appearance of a single confessional identity. 
Confessional differences within the same ethnic group, on the contrary, contributed to their separation, sometimes creating 
conflict situations in a mono-ethnic environment. Similar examples were noted in the region among Chuvash (Orthodox, Pagan, 
Muslim, Baptists), Russians (Orthodox, Old Believers, Baptists, etc.), Mordovians (Orthodox, Molokans, Khlysty, etc.). Islam 
acted as a consolidating basis for Muslims (Tatar, Bashkir, Chuvash), defining the processes of ethnic assimilation in this 
confessional community, first of all, turning Chuvash into Tatars culture. 

Migration processes of the late XX - first decades of the XXI century significantly increased the ethnic and religious diversity of 
the region, primarily due to the influx of immigrants from Central Asia, the Caucasus, mainly Muslims by religion. The change in 
the religious situation was reflected in the nature of interethnic contacts. On the one hand, inter-confessional contacts of the old 
Muslim population expanded: Tatars widely became marriage partners of representatives of migrant communities, and, on the 
other hand, the process of consolidation of the Christian majority of the region’s population which also included Armenians and 
Georgians intensified. 

The study was carried out with the financial support of the RFFR, Samara Region (the research project No. 18-49-630002)  
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Spiritual Practice as Scientific Experimentation: Towards a Discursive History 

Jens Schlieter, Friedemann Rimbach-Sator, Bas van Rijn 

University of Bern, Switzerland 

The presentation will introduce and discuss guiding hypotheses of a project newly funded by the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (2019-2022). Over the last two centuries, many prominent spiritual practitioners from India and the West have 
described their religious practice as “spiritual experimentation,” “experimental metaphysics,” or the like. The 19th and 20th century 
discourse on religious “experimentation” developed clearly in parallel to the rise of scientific experimentation in the natural 
sciences. In close interaction, some “experimentalists” saw their practice as a continuous experimentation according to the 
modern understanding of the scientific ethos – as a rigorous process of pursuing new methods of discovery. They declare to be 
consciously aware that the outcome might differ from their predictions or expectations, to capitalize on failed experiments as new 
points of departure, or to conduct new experiments with revised goals. Experiments with spiritual experience can be defined as 
experimenting with “technologies of the self” (Foucault), or as “experimental systems” (Rheinberger) of experiential bodily states. 
For systematizing purposes, we will use recent models of as theorized in Science Studies, asking how experimentalists in the 
religious field can be described as developing experimental systems of, e.g., magnifying, minimizing, accelerating, or 
decelerating processes in the experiential subject, as actors hold in regard to meditation techniques, fasting, etc. Are these 
parallels fully functional analogies, or more metaphorical in nature? 

 

The attitudes towards Indian religious beliefs and practices in Latvia 

Anita Stasulane 

Daugavpils University, Latvia 

The presentation will trace how the attitudes of Latvians towards Indian religious beliefs and practices changed during the 19th 
and the 20th centuries. The author will explore the emergence and subsequent construction of the view on Hinduism as it 
developed in Latvia during recent centuries. In the 19th century, press provided fragmentary information about India and its 
religions but it promoted society’s interest in India’s socio-political and cultural life, including religion. The ideological context of 
colonialism was the crucial factor in the perception of Hinduism, which was represented as idolatry. In the first part of the 20th 
century a deepening in the understanding of Hinduism began to appear, however, judgements were based on a comparison of 
Hinduism with Christianity. In the inter-war period, the opportunity arose to hear about Hinduism from Indians themselves, and 
the first attempts to practise yoga appeared. Because of the particular interest in Ramacharaka’s teachings and Agni Yoga 
established by the Roerichs, it appears that the Western Esotericism significantly influenced the understanding of yoga in Latvia. 
In the mid-20th century, the leading Latvian yoga teachers Indra Devi, Velta Sniķere, and Harijs Dīkmanis were active in the 
West. After the fall of the communist regime, the Hindu-related groups (ISKCON, Transcendental Meditation, Chinmoy Centre, 
Sai Baba movement, Sahaja Yoga) became a part of the religious landscape in Latvia. Currently, an Indian diaspora is 
developing, and Hinduism has a stable place in the mosaic of religions in Latvia. 

 

Multi-religious space as sociocosmic field: multiple dynamics of materialized coexistence in the case of 
GlaubensGarten (Garden of Faiths) in Germany 

Rasool Akbari1, Mahdi Hasanzadeh1, Helga Kuhlmann2 
1Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Iran, Islamic Republic of; 2Paderborn University, Germany 

GlaubensGarten or “Garden of Faiths” was launched as part of the 2017 State Garden Show in Bad Lippspringe in North Rhine-
Westphalia, Germany. This project represents “seven religions and worldviews” and houses their major scriptural and ritualistic 
symbols selected and recreated in metalwork, furnished also with artistic designs of symbolic plants and water springs. 
GlaubensGarten has been constructed as a space for interreligious “encounter and engagement” allegedly setting “a sign of 
tolerance and peace” on the basis of lived diversity and cooperation.The remaining site has become a multi-faith space 
functioning as community center for interreligious prayer, networking, and events. In a sense, the sustained space can be 
discerned as a thriving outcome of coexistence materialized between seven religions involved in the process of its making. Such 
notions of “sustainability” and “visibility” have been conceived as part of the original mission of the whole project. According to 
our ethnographic observations and interviews with a number of players in the field, GlaubensGarten reflects an apparent 
synchrony of representation and participation. Nevertheless, the complicated task of not only generating but also manipulating 
contested space in order to prepare a platform for the “just and consensual” manifestation of participating faiths has apparently 
not been free from diachronic dissonance and disruptions which operate on the lines of theology and religious identity. Drawing 
theoretically on concepts of ResourceCultures and “sociocosmic field” (Hardenberg 2017), the present study addresses 
questions surrounding dynamics of valuation and symbolization, fear of desacralization caused through the act of sharing space, 
divisibility and fungibility of spatial sanctity, and various religious languages and ideological discourses employed in the creation, 
preservation, and activation of the site. Approaching this multi-religious space as sociocosmic field, we investigate how interfaith 
materialization of the shared space tends to function as a resource and shape or influence community relationships and networks. 
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Negotiating Historical Narratives and Identity in Conflict Ridden Societies: Historical and 
Anthropological Perspectives 

Eduardo Enrique Zvi Bekerman 

Hebrew University, Israel 

I will discuss epistemological and methodological issues as these touch upon the products of educational practices related to 
the teaching of identity, culture, and historical narratives in educational settings created to facilitate dialogue, inclusion and 
recognition among children thought to belong to clearly differentiated and antagonistic groups in a conflict-ridden area – i.e. 
Israeli Jews and Palestinians. I offer an overview of the socio-political and educational contexts I have studied and vignettes of 
some of the events that captured my attention and led me to critically approach present theorizing on peace and multicultural 
education. I finalize with reflections on the epistemological and methodological issues I encountered in my studies. 

 
  



S001C: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised 
Religions: Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters III 
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For religious studies margins always have a methodological value, as it is “at the margins truth reveals itself” (Brody 2018). At 
the margins of institutionalised religions sociocultural continuities, ruptures and hybrid answers emerge as local and vernacular 
responses. This marginal sphere of beliefs, rituals and other practices is never completely controlled by religious authorities or 

scriptural traditions. Lacking a comprehensive doctrinal foundation it has often been trivialised and contested as a realm of 
irrational superstitions and overlooked as “folk religion”, “little tradition” or “residual beliefs”. Tensions between the institutionally 

prescribed norms and “lived” aspects of religion reveal the incongruities and gaps in religious traditions. 
This panel will deal with the continuities of cultural idioms, metaphors and narratives of insecurities and life crises in Asia, Latin 
America, Europe and other regions, where institutional and indigenous religions have co-existed in contact and conflict. On the 

one hand discrepant belief systems and diverse ritual strategies make up a vast resource for dealing with crises, calamities 
and tragedies of life and conceptualising them, on the other hand co-existing but contradictory knowledge systems generate a 

sense of suspense and uncertainty. This is often expressed in experience narratives and other genres that apply traditional 
interpretive frameworks on discussing major social and political turns but also personal crises. Such periods of transformations 

and uncertainties have been characterised as liminal (see Horvath, Thomassen, Wydra 2018). In addition to ritual contexts, 
liminality has also been connected with “conditions of irrationality” and with “lived experience”, which transforms human beings 

(ibid. 2). 
The panel calls for papers that would address the belief related storyrealm and everyday life in religious traditions that is 

charged with dangerous and incomprehensible powers – of ghosts, spirits, demonic deities, witches and other perilous agents 
– that both generate insecurity and offer an interpretive framework for conceptualising it. 

 

Jewish Demonology: Marginal Traditions? 

Hagai Dagan 

Sapir College, Israel 

Jewish demonology is quite neglected in academic research. It is mostly dealt with indirectly, through works concerning Jewish 
magic, Midrash, Jewish mediaeval literature and the like. This paper will reflect a book that I am currently working on, aiming to 
map demons and demonology in Jewish literature. Here I will only briefly demonstrate the vastness of Jewish traditions 
concerning demons (starting from the Bible, but mostly from the second temple literature). The extent of these traditions (mostly 
in rabbinic and kabalistic literature) sheds a very different light on what one might call Jewish monotheism. I will argue that here 
the allegedly marginal becomes central, whereas the allegedly central becomes rather marginal. I will further discuss some 
causes and implications of this phenomenon. 

 

Foolhardy Exorcists and Cautious Conjurers in Caesarius of Heisterbach’s Dialogus Miraculorum 

Frantisek Novotny 

Masaryk University Brno, Czech Republic 

The medieval imagination about the devil was not a monolithic phenomenon. Varying from the metaphysical enemy of human 
salvation through a tempter to sin to a physically dangerous wraith-like being, the devil could take shape of many different 
characters. Similarly, this imagination included numerous conceptions of possible encounter with the devil, constituting a threat, 
but also offering the opportunity to gain some advantage.  

Since long ago it has been suggested by scholars that legitimate high medieval practices of exorcism and the illicit practices of 
conjuring the demons were conceptually close. The conjurers, coming usually from the clerical milieu, understood their practices 
not as devil worship, but as a craft designed to bind the demons to their will, and obtain exclusive information from them. Similarly, 
exorcisms included interrogations of the demons regarding various topics.  

This paper will focus on the motifs of the interrogation of the devil by an exorcist or a conjurer, included in the collection of short 
moral stories (exempla) by the Rhineland Cistercian Caesarius of Heisterbach, entitled Dialogus Miraculorum (ca. 1220). In 
several stories, the devil and the demons are approached by perilous rituals, successful or failing – and, despite the morally 
educative purpose of Caesarius’ work, it is not always the exorcist who succeeds and the conjurer who fails. Analysing the 
seemingly paradoxical stories about successful conjurers and failing exorcists, the paper will discuss how, within the genre of 
the exempla, different kinds of imagination about the evil forces interacted. It will argue that besides various conceptions of the 
devil, a shared area of imagination about dangerous supernatural beings existed within the high medieval culture, where the 
elements of learned and popular imagination merged. It will further argue that this shared area of imagination often played a key 
role for cultural exchanges between different levels of medieval society.  

 

Unethical Humans and Ethical Ghosts 

Sudarsan Padmanabhan 

Indian Institute of Technology Madras, India 

In any organized religion, there is an intimate connection between anthropomorphic figures and apparitions, which is seldom 
acknowledged. Apparitions in the form of ghosts or monsters are also used as literary devices in various religious texts to 
transition from effable to ineffable phenomena and vice versa. In this paper, I will attempt to examine important personalities in 
Tamil Sangam literature like Kannagi, Manimekalai who have also evolved into apparitional figures exemplifying ethical loftiness 
vis-a-vis human moral frailties. Such figures abound in ancient Tamil Sangam literature as pivots in philosophical and religious 
discourse in Orthodox and Heterodox systems of Indian philosophical thought. Chadukka Bootham is variedly interpreted as the 
guardian deity or demon that lords over the town square. Chadukka Bootham finds a prominent mention in the work Manimekalai. 

 
  



S002A: Religion and Secret Police Archives 1 – Encounters with the Past 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 307 

Session Chair: James A. Kapalo 

This panel, which is based on ongoing research for the European Research Council project Hidden Galleries: Creative Agency 
and Religious Minorities in the Secret Police Archives in Central and Eastern Europe(Project no. 677355), explores the impact 

on religious communities of repressive measures deployed by the communist regimes of Central and Eastern Europe. In 
Romania, the archives of the secret police have been used extensively by researchers to trace the history of persecution and 

collaboration of mainstream and majority Churches during the twentieth century in the search for “historical truth.” By 
combining archival research with ethnographic fieldwork amongst impacted communities, the papers in this panel challenge 

assumptions about religious agency and identity during communism and the meaning and uses of the secret police archives in 
the post-communist era. 

 

How religious minorities look at their past: between the desire to tell their stories and the fear of the 
archives 

Iuliana Cindrea 

University College Cork, Ireland 

The legacy of the secret police archives in Central and Eastern Europe has been hotly debated by scholars. Apart from a more 
romanticized image of the archives, there are scholars and historians who claim that the secret police archives can also generate 
fear, angst and danger. The archives have been referred to as a “Pandora’s box” because once made public, they opened up 
the potential for people to become strangers, with a different identity and a different past. Moreover, the archives can sometimes 
be the sole depository of the objects that once belonged to a religious community, that produced them, and from which the police 
confiscated them. 

This paper explores the subject of the secret police archives from the perspective of members of two Romanian religious 
minorities, the Tudorists and the Stilists. I present what members of these communities know about the archives, what they 
expect to find in the archives, as well as why they (sometimes) fear the archives. 

During the course of my research, members of these communities explored archival documents, as well as other important 
materials that had once belonged to their communities. expressing a mixture of excitement and angst, together with a desire to 
discover more. 

 

A story with multiple voices: the case of a Hungarian Calvinist Church choir with the Securitate 

Agnes Hesz 

UCC, Ireland, PTE, Hungary 

Through the case of a Transylvanian Hungarian Calvinist choir, this paper aims to show how the secret police constructed 
enemies of the state and how their “victims” were resilient and maintained their own voices in the face of state aggression. In 
1973, the choir, which functioned as an association, was accused of nationalism and irredentism––a usual accusation against 
Hungarian religious groups in Romania. Their case was presented in an unusual format for a secret police file: a photo album 
was compiled by the officer working on this case. In the album, the confiscated documentation of the choir’s and its member’s 
activities (photos, minutes of meetings, inventories, financial reports, correspondence with former members or other similar 
organizations, musical scores and various memorabilia) was used to create the image of a group hostile to the Romanian state 
and ruling political system. After the album’s discovery in the Romanian secret police archives (CNSAS), the author took a copy 
back to the group. Follow up ethnographic research in the community revealed their side of the story, along with the practices 
members of choir deployed to compensate for the loss of confiscated items. The re-emergence of the album also lent a new 
voice to the group: through the re-encounter with the photographs and documents, the community has been empowered to affirm 
its history within a multi-ethnic local community where local histories are often contested along ethnic boundaries.  

 

In the absence of men: How women took over the underground church in 1950s Romania 

Anca Maria Sincan 

UNIVERSITY COLLEGE CORK, Romania 

It is often the case that the history of the church in East Central Europe during communism is a narrative about men. Top down 
interpretations that link hierarchies and power with the meeting between secular and religious central administrations of state 
and church are rarely narratives that include women. Research into institutional archives (church archives, both local and central, 
and the archives of the State Secretary for Religious Denominations) reveal a world dominated by men, structural hierarchies of 
power where the women have marginal roles. However, one particular archive preserves, if in a rather distorted way, a view of 
religious women: the archive of the secret police. In the process of surveilling church leadership, clergy and church elders the 
secret police uncovered the new roles that women took over in the church and religious life when the totalitarian state was trying 
to control and eventually do away with religion altogether.  

This presentation focuses on two women that took up clandestine leadership roles in their religious communities. With the help 
of archival research and oral interviews, I attempt to reconstruct the context and conditions under which they accessed new 
positions in the religious community, the change they went through to fulfill these new roles and the reactions of the community 
to their assuming powerful positions in institutions that were traditionally led by men. 

 
  



S003C: Gender Strategies and Disciplinary Practices in Russian Christianities 
III 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 109 
Session Chair: Igor Mikeshin 

Russian Christian communities are vastly diverse. Even the dominating Orthodox Church is to a huge extent heterogeneous 
and can represent different theologies, ideologies, and life-styles. The perceptions of sexuality, gender differences and 
hierarchies, family morals and values are oftentimes markers of religious identities. The narratives of sin, immorality, 

abomination, and vice more than anything else employ sexual practices and unaccepted gender regimes. Russian Orthodox, 
Protestant, and Catholic communities have their own understandings of gender and family issues, based on either biblical 

hermeneutics, interpretation of the Holy Tradition, direct inspiration of the Holy Spirit, or clerical authority. 
The session will focus on this diversity and heterogeneity in relation to gender and family values. The following questions are to 
be discussed: What is the essence of proper masculinity and femininity in Russian Christian communities? How and on which 
principles is a Russian Christian family formed? Which implicit and explicit rules, norms, and prohibitions regulate it? What is 

the role of children? What is the role of Church and its ministers in the family life? What are the theological foundations of 
gender strategies and family values? What is the role of inter- and intradenominational relations in a Christian family? 

The study of gender in Christianity is a paradoxically marginal field. The yet existing research elaborates on the concept of 
lived religion, regarding Christianity and gender as practices, rather than phenomena. The narratives of doing faith, gender, 

and family are emphasized in religious communities. The studies of gender and family in the Christian communities of 
contemporary Russia inevitably faces the historical context of persecutions and hardships experienced by Russian Christians 

and their families in the Soviet period. 
This panel follows on the successful session on the unseen forms of Russian Christianities at the EASR conference in 2018. 
The researchers are welcome to contribute to the panel with their papers on gender regimes and strategies, family norms, 

values, and practices in Christian communities in Russia and Russian-speaking congregations abroad. 

 

Image of Orthodox women in the narratives of contemporary Orthodox community 

Nadezhda Rychkova 

Russian State University for the Humanities, Russian Federation 

I focus on representations about ideal Orthodox women constructed by the members of the community of Strastnoi monastery. 
This community was founded in 2006 in order to prevent the construction of underground parking and a shopping center at 
Pushkin square in Moscow where the Strastnoi monastery was situated until 1937 (the time of terror), when it was destroyed by 
the Soviet government. The members of the community of Strasnoi monastery consider that this square is impure at present and 
that is why they are aimed not only to revive the monastery but to return sacredness to this place. 

My presentation is based on fieldwork data (observation and interviews) that I have been gathering since 2016. Step by step, I 
have become not just a researcher but a participant of this community. Members see me as a religious neophyte and teach me 
Orthodox norms and rules, including how appearance and behavior. The determining factor in such narratives is my gender. 
Besides, the characteristics of a true Orthodox women emerge in narratives that my interlocutors tell each other during the 
meetings. In my presentation I will analyze the basis for their image of an Orthodox women, how contemporary media-lore 
influences it, and the absence of narratives about true Orthodox men? 

 

Patterns of feminity in the publications translated from Russian by the Polish Autocephalous Orthodox 
Church 

Kaja Kojder-Demska 

University of Warsawa, Poland 

Orthodox Christians are the largest confessional minority in Poland. In my research I am trying to explore ethnographically and 
describe anthropologically the patterns of femininity in the Polish Autocephalous Orthodox Church as well as to create a 
framework for the description of religious patterns of emancipation. More specifically, I aim to create a scholarly language in 
which to speak about religiously engaged emancipated Orthodox women and their agency. Although Polish Orthodox Church is 
autocephalous, it still stays under the influence of the Russian orthodox Church. My research subject is the reality of women in 
Polish Orthodox Christian Church as mediated in theological and other texts (mostly translated from Russian) read and written 
by its regular members and hierarchy as well as – and perhaps most of all – in reflections on this reality expressed in narratives 
by women. Statements by my female interlocutors I juxtapose with Orthodox Christian literature, both official, theological works 
and ones that are less official, at times downright inconsistent with the Church’s position, yet published under its auspices. I 
analyze the discourse concerning women that emerges from these publications and the degree of its convergence with the image 
of the woman reflected in statements by my interlocutors. As I mentioned, big part of Orthodox Christian literature, published in 
Poland, is translated from Russian, which means, it reproduces Russian Orthodox Church’s statements regarding woman, 
sexuality, gender differences and hierarchies, family morals and values. In my paper I will try to analyze the role of publications 
translated from Russian in creating the patterns of feminity in Polish Orthodox Christian Church. 

 

Constructing Socially Constructed Gender: "Gender Ideology" and the Rhetoric of Essentialism among 
Russian Catholic Intellectuals 

Ekaterina Khonineva1,2,3 
1European University at Saint Petersburg, Russian Federation; 2Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography 

(Kunstkamera), Russian Academy of Sciences; 3Institute for Linguistic Studies of the Russian Academy of Sciences 

This talk is concerned with the reaction of Russian Catholic religious specialists and lay conservative intellectuals on the 
contemporary debate on gender as a social construct. In Catholic official discourse, this debate and dissemination of its key 
ideas are usually considered as ‘gender ideology’ (in a pejorative, Marxist sense of the term as false consciousness), that 
influences male and female self-perception and promotes a distorted model of subjectivity, contradicting with the Catholic one. 
However, the Catholic public reflection and the appeal to theories of gender studies could be treated not merely as a traditionalist 



religious critic of secular views on human nature but also as specific rhetoric strategies used in certain communicative situations 
and in local pastoral politics. Based on the interviews and the ethnographic data gathered during participant observation among 
Russian Catholics in Moscow and Saint Petersburg I am going to discuss two cases related to the issue of Catholic reception of 
constructed gender. The first case is the contemporary Catholic Church politics of encouraging priestly, monastic and marriage 
callings in the Russian Catholic parishes and its rhetoric, placing significant emphasis on gendered embodiment. By including 
gender and sexuality within the concept of vocation, such rhetoric allows to raise awareness of what true masculinity and 
femininity are. Religious specialists emphasize utmost importance of (binary) gendered embodiment for the vocation, thereby 
confronting both early Christian perspective on the sinful body and secular views on the constructed gender. The second case 
is the problem of relationships between Catholic traditionalist intellectuals, usually male and far-right, and female anthropologist 
affiliated with the academic institution mainly associated with gender studies and the feminist standpoint. In particular, this talk 
will discuss the communicative strategies, addressed to the researcher’s view on the gender issues, that Catholic traditionalists 
use to perform their ideas of true masculinity. 

 
  



S004B: From Broken Things to Moving Sanctuaries: Written, Material and 
Spatial Disruptions in Ancient Greek Religion II 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 129 
Session Chair: Petra Pakkanen 

Concepts such as 'Ancient Greek religion' or 'Classical religion' are always constructions by scholars viewing past religion from 
historical distance. Yet, also the surviving ancient Greek accounts and material record relating religion can be regarded as 

having been representations of tradition and rupture in their own time. Scholarship tends to look for continuities, and reflections 
of later or earlier cultic practices are often used as building blocks when religious phenomena of certain period of antiquity are 
explained. However, continuities are often scholarly constructions, more professed than real, and change in religious practice 

is as important building block as continuity. This panel presents five papers which discuss diachronic aspects of Classical 
religion within different frameworks, namely theoretical and historiographic, spatial, material, and archaeological. They all 

address questions pertaining to both written and material record on ancient Greek religion with respective case studies. The 
first paper (by Petra Pakkanen) looks into the question of the relationship between continuity and change in ancient Greek 

religion from a methodological point of view and argues that in the scholarship of ancient religion religious change should be 
appreciated as a constitutive factor which provides dynamics and, paradoxically, guarantees a certain type of religious 

continuity. The second paper by Ioanna Patera discusses changeability and flexibility of ancient sacred space as a constructed 
and conceptual entity with examples from ancient Greek epigraphical and archaeological sources. What happens with a 

_temenos_ when its temple is moved, as in the case of the classical temples of Athena Pallenis and Athena Sounia that were 
transferred to the Athenian Agora in the Roman period and even rededicated to other gods? The third paper by Jenny 

Wallensten addresses the question on how 'brokenness' of cult paraphernalia resulting either from intentionally acted out 
rituals or external factors was perceived as constitutive part of cult praxis. Is a discarded object an expression of change, such 
as a break in the votive habit? How do we mitigate between change and continuity having both material remains and ritual acts 

to consider: whereas objects broken on purpose are indicative of a break in the 'lifespan' of a dedication or ritual object, the 
intentional act of destruction can mark the continuation in the religious habit. Inventories and archaeological record clearly 

show that broken objects, once used in or part of ritual, could be put aside, perhaps even outside the _temenos_. The fourth 
paper by Margaryta Sardak presents discontinuity and termination of cults as transformative processes in the sacred 

landscape of Athens during the Hellenistic and Roman Imperial periods by discussing the archaeological methodology for 
detecting extinction of cult particularly through two case studies, the sanctuary of the Nymph on the foot of the Acropolis and 

the temenos underneath the so-called Bakcheion. The fifth paper by Lech Trzcionkowski unfolds the question of continuity and 
discontinuity in transmission with examples from Orphic texts which underly the switch from ritual to reading communities. 

 

The connotations of brokenness in sanctuary context 

Jenny Elisabeth Wallensten 

Swedish Institute at Athens, Greece 

It is well-known from ancient Greek sacrificial regulations that the selected animal victims had to be unblemished to please the 
gods. Lifeless things offered to the gods could on the contrary have been thoroughly used prior to dedication and temple 
inventories inform us that even broken gifts were stored for generations, in theory forever. This paper examines connotations of 
brokenness in sanctuary context with a focus on votive gifts. When was the state of being broken, or otherwise blemished, a 
negative characteristic? Was the designation broken or cracked simply a neutral description or were there circumstances when 
it could be considered as a positive quality? Does the fact of being broken entail disruption or continuity in the ritual biography of 
a dedicated object? Literary and epigraphic sources will be examined and to a certain extent archaeological material in the form 
of votive depositions. Recent studies have shown that the overall rule claiming that an object was given to a god should stay in 
his or her sanctuary, was far from always being followed. Does votive material buried outside temenos space primarily contain 
broken, discarded things and, importantly, although in a votive deposition, should objects be considered as discarded on account 
of being broken? 

 

Discontinuity of the cult sites in the Hellenistic-Roman Athens 

Margaryta Sardak 

University of Cologne, Germany 

Although continuity is regarded as a key feature in ancient Greek religion, changes and interruptions belonged to its development 
not only at the moments of cardinal political and social breaks, but also during the periods of seeming stability, as will be shown 
in this paper with examples from ancient Athens. 

Discontinuity is expressed by the loss of meaning, cessation of ritual practices and definitive termination of a sanctuary, often 
accompanied by the extinction of respective cult. It represents an important phenomenon in the transformative processes which 
occurred in regard to the sacred landscape of Athens during the Hellenistic and Roman Imperial periods. 

The most convincing evidence for the obliteration of a cult place (as a result of a presumable extinction of the correspondent 
cult/s) is provided by the archaeological sources, but there always remains enough place for doubt: for a reliable “negative result” 
an accurate stratigraphic investigation is needed. A lack of votive objects during certain period can indicate an interruption in the 
cult activity, but it can also allude to an alteration in the offering practice or it can be caused by a gap in the preservation of the 
material. If we find a sanctuary destroyed or even overbuilt by secular structures, there still exists a probability that the cult could 
have been transferred from this temenos to another place. 

The phenomenon of discontinuity will be illustrated by two selected case studies from the Athenian sacred sites – the sanctuary 
of the Nymph on the South-Western foot of the Acropolis and the temenos underneath the so-called Bakcheion. The 
abandonment of both shrines, which occurred during the Hellenistic-Roman Period, will be proved using archaeological, historical 
and epigraphical sources and explained under consideration of its historical setting, cultural meaning, as well as by the influence 
of political, social and economic factors. 

 

The Role of Reading Communities in the Transmission of Orphic Poems 



Lech Trzcionkowski 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

The paper unfolds the question of continuity and discontinuity in the transmission of Orphic texts which underlie the switch from 
ritual to reading communities. Three Orphic bone tablets found in a bothros on the territory of the main city sanctuary of Apollo 
Delphinios provide the first evidence for a cultic community labelled Orphikoi. The archaeological context suggests that these 
tablets constitute the whole set of ritual objects used by a ritual community within the framework of the polis religion. On the other 
hand, in the last decades of the 5th century, Orphic poems became a subject of discussion at Athens. Athenian authors alluded 
to the canon of four hexameter poets: Orpheus, Musaeus, Homer and Hesiod. The polemical rhetoric of the Derveni Papyrus 
shows the agonistic circumstances of circulation of the Orphic poems. 

After the end of the classical age the canon of ancient poets was reduced to Homer and Hesiod. This change is reflected in the 
new usage of the term Orphikoi, which began to denote the „authors of Orphic poems”. This new sense occurs for the first time 
in Apollodorus’ of Athens treatise On the Gods. I suggest that Apollodorus wrote about Orphikoi, and not about Orpheus, because 
in the opinion of the Alexandrian Library’s intellectuals there were no gnesioi Orphic poems; all were notoi. 

The Neoplatonic school of Athens can be understood as a textual community in which the Orphic poems were read, copied, 
chanted and interpreted in the light of Plato and the Chaldean Oracles. The Neoplatonic school of Athens was the first to quote 
the Orphic poems under the title of Hieroi Logoi in 24 rhapsodies. I will argue that this new label was the name of a codex 
collecting the poems of Orpheus regarded now as a theologos. 

 
  



S013: Religious Diversity in Turkey: Encounters and Interactions 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 104 

Session Chair: Helen Haas 

Turkey is a country of diverse beliefs and ideologies, but often portrayed as homogenous, with a 99.8% Sunni Islamic 
population. In fact, as the successor of the Ottoman Empire and the Caliphate, Turkey has rather diverse communities still 

living in its boundaries. The politics of the modern Turkish Republic, however, has been towards a more homogenous society. 
In fact, the state politics have influenced religious life of different communities in a direct way through legislation and media 

coverage. 
Though in low numbers, Turkey’s population consists of Christians, Jews, Yezidis and other diverse religions. The main 

religious group outside of Sunni Islam is the Alevi, a group that makes up an estimated 15-25% of the population. As a result of 
the secularization process there is also a growing number of Turks who have adopted atheist, agnostic or deist worldview. 

Social and political aspects are some of the major contributors to the religious change anywhere in the world, so in Turkey. In 
spite of being a secular state, religion still plays important role in political and everyday life in Turkey. 

The aim of this session is to discuss the religious diversity in Turkey´s society in history and at the present, to explain the 
nature and purpose of encounters and interactions between different religious groups, to bring forward the effects of 

interactions to religious practices, traditions and relationships, to study the minority/majority status’s impact to the religious life, 
to examine the influence of the state politics, media coverage, film making etc to the relations between different religious 

groups. 
The study of identity boarders of different religious groups and attitudes towards the “other” is another aim of the session. How 

the “other” is perceived in different contexts. The possibility of mutual practices and acceptance of the religious “other” as a 
college, bride, workmate etc. depend on the particular neighbourhood and personalities. Researching the Turkish (religious) 

identity in general. 

 

Turkish Ilahiyat: Space for and Response to Religious Diversity 

Taraneh Rosanna Wilkinson 

FSCIRE (John XXIII Foundation for Religious Studies), Italy 

Turkish religious higher education has often been characterized as a function of state-controlled religion—whether in the form of 
Kemalist views of what it means to be Turkish, Muslim and Modern or in Ak Party visions of societal renewal and calls for pan-
Islamic identity. However, state-funded Turkish ilahiyat, or theology, faculties are also interdisciplinary institutions that house 
individual scholars with a plurality of views on Islam, affected by and affecting currents in belief and practice within and beyond 
Turkey. These scholars are agents of societal change, recipients of civilizational disruption, and heirs to the project of retrieved 
continuity between Turkish present and Ottoman past. While there have been identifiable movements, paradigms (Felix Körner) 
even schools (Philip Dorroll), Turkish Theology faculties continue to develop and change in a manner that both bespeaks 
heterogeneity and speaks to the wider religious heterogeneity around them. 

This paper will lay out and contrast a range of constructive and philosophical voices in Turkish theology, highlighting both their 
engagement with the concept of plurality and also the plurality of disciplinary and confessional sources engaged. While indicating 
and illustrating the recent context and history of popular Turkish references to “conscience,” “reason,” “religious freedom,” and 
“divine unity” when addressing plurality, I also suggest that despite having a common coinage of popular concepts, individual 
theologians nevertheless weave these terms into a plurality of religiously inflected discourses—from philosophy and social 
sciences to hadith and Islamic legal inquiries. 

 

Turkish Alevis between past and today: influence of Hacı Bektaș Veli´s example and teachings among 
the urban Alevis today 

Helen Haas 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

The largest religious group outside Sunni Islam in Turkey is the Alevi – a community that makes up an estimated 15-25% of the 
population. As the politics of the Turkish Republic has been towards a religiously homogenous society, Alevis have become the 
main supporters of the opposition. 

Geographically, Alevis can be found in Turkey and in its neighboring countries, such as Iran, Iraq, Syria and the Balkans. In 
Turkey, Alevis have been historically settled mostly in the Central and Eastern Anatolian rural areas, but due to the increased 
migration process in the past few decades, they are found in great numbers in urban areas and in European states. 

The Alevis in Turkey have become an ethno-religious community that is characterized by common religious practices and a belief 
system distinct from the Sunni and Shia Muslims. 

One of the personages venerated by both Sunni Muslims and Alevis in Turkey is a 13th century saint and humanist Haci Bektaș 
Veli (1209-1271). 

The aim of this paper is to research the influence of Hacı Bektaș Veli´s example and teachings (Vilâyetname, Makalat) among 
the urban Alevis today. The role and importance of Hacı Bektaș Veli as a mediator and his tomb as a pilgrimage site. How the 
local authority´s decision to change the time of the annual Hacı Bektaș Veli festival from August to October in December 2016 
has influenced the Alevi´s attitudes and habits of pilgrimage to Hacıbektaș. 

 
  



S015B: Approaching the Study of Muslim Debates: Reasoning, Relationality, 
and Frameworks for Disagreement II 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 228 
Session Chair: Paula Schrode 

Session Chair: Simon Stjernholm 

This double panel will examine how the analytical concept of Islam as discursive tradition has been used in research on 
debates inside Muslim communities. It seeks to inquire into and highlight the distinctive contribution, which studies drawing on 
this concept can make. The case studies to be presented ultimately serve to enhance our understanding of the conditions of 

Islamic discourse and the limits of what is sayable (Schrode 2016). 
Anthropologist Talal Asad’s proposal to conceive of Islam as a discursive tradition (Asad 1986) has been considered a game-
changing intervention in academic debates (Mahmood and Landry 2017). While Asad had introduced this concept in response 
to a relatively narrow debate between anthropologists, the questions raised by him continue to attract attention far beyond this 

field. 
Generally speaking, tradition as an analytical category refers to a set of “conditions that produce meanings (compelling 
meanings or taken-for-granted ones)” (Asad 2006:289). These conditions can be clustered into three major interrelated 

problematics. First, the study of tradition implies a concern for the embodied subjectivity of believers and the traditions of 
cultivating “the body in its capacity to sense things, to be persuaded and convinced” (Asad 2006:287). Second, tradition raises 

questions about its specific temporality, i.e. how the evaluation of correct practice in a given context draws together past, 
present and future in distinct ways (Iqbal 2017), and under which conditions new beginnings become necessary and new 

stories of the past and future are generated (Asad 2006:290). Third, and most importantly for this panel, the category tradition 
involves the examination of modes of reasoning which enable both argument and disagreements as central features of the 

Islamic discursive tradition. This includes the analysis of mechanisms which regulate discourse without simply rendering the 
tradition uniform (Asad 1986; Iqbal 2017) It also implies the study of what makes disagreement possible, i.e. “some kind of 

shared framework (even when this isn’t entirely clear to those who disagree) that has temporal dimensions” (Iqbal 2017:198). 
As demonstrated by Asad (1993) and others, this approach is eminently useful for the study of Muslim debates and more 

generally, of the fundamentally relational character of Muslim beliefs and practices. This panel will take cases from the rich 
history and present of Muslim debates to contribute to this study. 

Simon Stjernholm will act as a discussant in this panel. 

 

In and out of tradition: A qualitative study on Muslim feminisms in the making 

Vanja Mosbach 

Uppsala university, Sweden, Sweden 

A core question in the scholarly literature on how European Muslim communities are evolving has revolved around if, and in what 
ways, Islamic traditions, practices and identities have been modified and redefined in alignment with secular/liberal supposedly 
Western values. Within this politicized discourse existing in reciprocal relation with the construction of Muslims as the Other of 
the West,questions on gender and Islam have become centerpiece in the intersecting public and academic debate. Informed by 
various perspectives, ideologies and epistemologies, questions have been asked whether Islam is compatible with feminism, 
and what negotiations, in terms of gender equality, the practice of Islam in the West entails. This paper explores how the relation 
between Islam and feminism is articulated and enacted among young practicing Muslim women. Moreover, I address some of 
the theoretical and methodological challenges annexed to the broader research project, with particular focus on the concept of 
tradition. My research is drawn from extensive ethnographic fieldwork and in-depth interviews conducted in various European 
cities, primarily in Sweden and Denmark. I discuss the interplay between these women’s experiences as women and minorities, 
the hermeneutics employed in the reading of the Qura’n and their relation to Islamic authority and Islamic sources in general. 
Furthermore, I look at the formation of pious subjectivities, in relation to Muslim feminist discourses, to secular sensibilities and 
the political, social and cultural processes within which they unfold. My research shows that the construction of divergent Muslim 
feminist subjectivities and the annexed redefinitions of norms occur in selective dialogue with traditional religious authority as 
well as prevailing liberal discourses on equality. While the participants claim that their rights are guaranteed by the Qura’n they 
also, underline the importance of gender equality regulation and are deeply engaged in developing a language of gender and 
social justice.  

 

Islamic Heritage Law in Switzerland? The construction of Islam in the light of Talal Asad's notion of 
tradition 

Ricarda Stegmann 

University of Fribourg, Switzerland 

This paper is going to examine in how far Talal Asad’s concept of Islam as a discursive tradition can help to better understand 
the construction of Islamic normativity among Muslims in Switzerland today. Asad’s claim to understand Islam as a tradition 
which continuously refers to a constructed normative basis – the Qur’an and the Sunna – will be understood as a fruitful way to 
neither essentialize Islam nor to understand it as a patchwork of everything that could be said about Islam. I will argue that Asad's 
approach must be complemented by the question when and for what reasons Islamic tradition is revitalized in certain areas and 
society and when such an area is formed without any reference to Islam, above all in secular contexts. In a second step the 
question of the "how" of the construction of Islamic tradition has to be asked.  

The empirical basis of this presentation is data that I collected within the framework of a research project about the reception 
and forms of application of Islamic heritage law among Imams and Muslim families in Switzerland in 2018. Based on the 
interviews conducted, I will first show that the perception of inheritance law either as an area of Islam or as a completely secular 
area among Muslims in Switzerland depends on the legal situation in their countries of origin and on whether they conceive of 
inheritance law as "law" or as a "norm". Finally, I will show that Asad’s observation that different and context-dependent 
"rationalities" determine the approach and explanation of Islamic texts help to explain the negotiation processes among Muslims 
and Imams in Switzerland about what “Islam” is.  



 
  



S016: The Pope: Continuity, Change and Contestation in Local and Global 
Spheres of Meaning 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 107 
Session Chair: Cecilie Endresen 

This session employs the physical and symbolic relocation of the pope to reflect upon religious change and continuities in a 
cross-cultural perspective. Where does he go, to whom does he belong, and how is he interpreted in different webs of 

meaning? How does his symbolic “malleability” reflect or highlight inter- and intrareligious boundaries? The pope is a powerful 
leader of a global religious community of 1.3 billion people worldwide, making him an important figure both within and beyond 
the tradition he formally represents. The pope travels to new places, is online, and acquires new roles and functions in a range 
of religious and secular contexts, being cast, for example, as pilgrim, environmentalist, peacemaker or Crusader. As the pope 
moves he gets global media attention and the geographical places he visits seem to be (temporarily) redefined by his (holy) 
presence. The pope's media presence can be construed as a continuous relocation - of the pope - but does it also mean a 

constant relocation of meaning, or of the center of the Church? Our working hypothesis is that the intensified “papal mobility” 
over the last decades, spatially and symbolically, reflects an ongoing relocation of religion, related to globalisation and new 

forms of interconnectedness. The session is a continuation of an EASR panel in 2016. The purpose is to publish an anthology, 
and it is open for proposals. 

 

Why does the pope matter to non-Catholics? 

Cecilie Endresen 

University of Oslo, Norway 

Why does the pope of the Catholic Church matter to non-Catholics? In certain contexts, many non-Catholics perceive him not 
only as a religious leader, but as their leader, or at least a powerful VIP who can promote their interests. He is also a powerful 
symbolic resource in complex Wittgensteinian language games, with their own complex grammar. 

This paper discusses the wide range of meanings attributed to the pope, beyond those of regular Catholicism. During papal visits 
to Southeast Europe over the last few years, his figure has been entangled in complex local narratives and practices, also among 
Muslims and Orthodox Christians. In Kosovo and Bosnia, for example, he plays a role in new historical myths and ethnoreligious 
rivalry. In secular, post-atheist Albania with its Muslim majority, the pope is no longer considered a public enemy but hailed as a 
patron of Albanian EU integration and a leader of both Muslims and Christians. He has also been used to promote a certain 
image of the nation as “less Muslim, more European”, and his apostolic visit in 2014 was integrated into a civil religious ritual of 
“religious tolerance”. Moreover, he was used to exculpating the ruling Socialist Party from its communist history of religious 
persecution. Instead, the suffering of the Catholic “martyrs” was reframed as a "sacrifice" and a source of national pride. In 
addition, Muslim politicians called the pope «our father», the Muslim Community welcomed the visit in the spirit of Prophet, and 
Muslims flocked to touch the objects the pope had been near, seeing them as transmitters of baraka? 

If Pope Francis will visit predominantly Orthodox Romania, Macedonia and Bulgaria in spring 2019, he will almost inevitably 
other language games, of which the pontiff is most likely unaware. 

 

"Blasphemy is the gravest sin": The complicated relationship between Pope Francis and the concept of 
blasphemy 

Jane Skjoldli 

University of Oslo, Norway 

2018 was an eventful year for blasphemy in the context of global Christianity. Like many of his predecessors, Pope Francis has 
a complicated relationship with the term: he has accused others of blasphemy, others have accused him of blasphemy, and 
others have defended him by accusing yet his critics of blasphemy. In his Angelus address from the papal window of Saint 
Peter’s Square on June 10, Pope Francis named “denying and blaspheming against God’s Love” the “gravest sin” (Francis 
2018). Three months later, during a visit to Sicily, he accused the Sicilian mafia of blasphemy, and hailed a deceased local priest 
beatified in 2013 as a martyr (Giangravè 2018). Meanwhile, dozens of YouTube videos accuse Pope Francis of blasphemy, 
visualizing and giving voice to centuries-old conspiracy theories linked to the Book of Revelation and adapted to the 
contemporary global religio-political context (YouTube 2019). Two weeks after that, a cardinal defended Pope Francis by 
accusing papal critic and fellow cardinal Carlo M. Viganò of blasphemy (Jacobo 2018). Three weeks later, a referendum in Ireland 
resulted in the removal of the Constitution’s blasphemy clause, which was soon celebrated by an article in the Jesuit magazine 
America (Hargaden 2018). In Christian and post-Christian public spheres, the term, concept, and the (sometimes and in some 
places [il]legal) category of action denoted by blasphemy is undergoing revitalization, whose newsworthiness inflates when used 
by or about the pope. Blasphemy has a long history in Christianity. Its function in relation to continuity and discruption is 
complicated—sometimes a bulwark of continuity against the influence of ideas considered disruptive, other times itself a crowbar 
for disrupting the flow of social cohesion in local, national, and sometimes global contexts. This paper explores the complexity 
of the relationship between Pope Francis and the concept of blasphemy so far in his pontificate. 

 

The Pope´s Role in the Process of Unification of the Catholic Church in the People´s Republic of China 

Magdaléna Masláková 

Masaryk University, Slovak Republic 

After the establishment of the People´s Republic of China in 1949, the Communist Party of China tried to break all ties of 
Christianity to the Western powers. One part of this claim for independence was cutting off organisational support from the foreign 
Christian bodies. For the Catholic Church, this was extremely problematic as the Church had a strong allegiance to the Vatican. 
Following this, Chinese Catholics supporting the CCP established the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association in 1957. According 
to the association, there were just very few Chinese bishops appointed by the Vatican and to solve this situation, the association 
decided to elect its own bishops. However, the Vatican did not approve Chinese bishops ordained within the organisation and 
denied recognition to bishops elected without the permission of the Apostolic See. Since then, there were two Catholic bodies 
within the PRC, the Patriotic Catholic Association supported by the government and the underground church loyal to the pope.  



In September 2018, the Holy See and the PRC signed a new provisional agreement on the appointment of bishops, which is 
signalising a possible reunification of the Catholic Church in China after more than sixty years of division. The agreement is an 
outcome of many years of discussions between the PRC´s government and the popes. Chinese bishops have even invited the 
Pope Francis to visit China. If he accepts, he would be the first pope to visit the PRC since its establishment. 

This presentation is introducing changing position of the pope and the PRC. Furthermore, it aims to explain, what it would mean 
if the pope accepts the invitation and how it would influence not only the PRC.  

 
  



S048C: The Regime of “Spirituality” and the Culture of Well-Being in 
Neoliberal Societies III 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - Lecture Theatre 
Session Chair: Geraldine Mossiere 

While the role of secularization and individualism in the transformation of religions and religious patterns is now widely 
acknowledged, research now points to the interaction between contemporary religious behaviours on one hand, and the many 
facets of the neoliberal and consumerist paradigm and its diffusion in all spheres of social life on the other hand. Among them, 

the thriving culture of well-being probably owes part of its success to the popularization of psychological theories to which it 
intermingles more than often, but also to the leverage of resources offered by religious traditions. As the latter are restated 
under the umbrella term of “spirituality” now aimed at working on the self, bettering the individual and equipping her/him for 

social life, they are redesigned to meet the impetus of leading a “good life”, maximizing one’s potential and focusing on one’s 
subjectivity. While critics have emphasized the social bias of this new trend towards a category of privileged actors, other 

accounts testify to the deep penetration of these self-realisation and well-being tropes within mainstream culture. Certainly, 
empirical and critical studies can bring more to this conversation, which has not been given the place it deserves as an overt 

thematic within the discipline. 
In this session, we invite papers to discuss the dynamics between the contemporary regime of spirituality, ethics of well-being 

and the consumerist/neoliberal paradigm; all disciplinary lenses are welcome (anthropology, sociology, religious sciences, 
history, psychology, ethnology, philosophy). 

Among others, the following topics could be addressed: 
- Who are the actors of the culture of well-being and how do they appropriate religious rituals, prescriptions or myth? 

- How does this contemporary movement lead to revisit and redefine the notion of “spirituality” beyond its Western historical 
understanding? What about the initial esoteric dimension of spirituality? 

- How do they negotiate with religious authority and traditions, and how do religious authorities and traditions negotiate with 
their new presence? 

- How do digital communication technologies shape and participate in this movement? 
- How does the material aspect of religion contribute to assert the influence of the culture of well-being in religious behaviours? 

- Is there a gendered dimension in the dynamic between well-being and religion? Does it correspond to a general 
“feminization” of religion? 

- What kind of ethics and moralities emerge from this contact zone between well-being and spirituality? 
- What are the best theoretical and analytical framework for understanding these transformations (marketization, 

secularisation, post-secularity, de-secularisation)? 
- What consistency should we give the term “spirituality” in the analysis of this movement? Should it be kept as a purely “emic” 

notion, or should it be developed into a sociological concept? 

 

Fasting between religions and wellbeing practices: a diachronic overview 

Alessandra Pozzo 

CNRS, France 

Practices of fasting over time are presented in certain cultures as a means to reach the divine sphere, with a view toward a 
synergy between bodily and spiritual operations. The tendency to give the practice of fasting a generally salutary connotation for 
the body as for the spirit, as in ancient Greece during the mysteries of Eleusis, was followed by many of the Church Fathers.  

Athanasius, for example, according with the ancient medicine, affirms that fasting purifies the excess of bodily humors, expels 
evil spirits and bad thoughts. John Chrysostom emphasizes the liberating effect on the cares of this world through fasting, with 
a view to devoting people more to spiritual things. John Cassian states that the abundance of food dulls the heart, and when "the 
mind is heavy as much as the body, it fuels the burning hotbed of vices." John Climacus affirms: "[Fasting] tempers the flow of 
speech, soothes anxiety; it is a bulwark for obedience and a softening of sleep, it heals the body and brings peace to souls.” 

These beliefs have passed through the centuries to this day. Fasting is now the object of new spiritual practices that claim no 
allegiance to any religious denomination but are focused mainly on the search for psycho-physical wellbeing. This paper will 
study diachronically some common forms of fasting, which are aimed at the search of psycho-physical wellbeing, as well as 
some extreme forms of fasting, such as mystical inedia, and the phenomena of Breatharianism and Sungazing. In contrast, when 
fasting is inserted in an ascetic program of religious order, the aim is to achieve complete detachment from the earthly and the 
spiritualization of the whole human component. 

 

Religion, Mental Health and Well-Being in neo-liberal Ghana 

Francis Benyah 

Abo Akademi University, Ghana 

The situation of persons with mental health problems in Ghana is precarious but elsewhere too. Persons with mental health 
problems are denied decent living and wellbeing due to the suspected or alleged causative spiritual factors responsible for their 
illness. Oft-times, the language and societal attitude towards persons with mental disabilities contribute to their frustration and 
social exclusion. In the Ghanaian, and very largely, the African context religion (in this context – Christianity and African 
Traditional Religion) provides a sense of well-being and freedom evidenced from pain and suffering. This pragmatic-oriented 
outlook of religion makes individuals, in times of crises, such as mental illness seeks spiritual directions or means in dealing with 
the problem. In this paper, I intend to investigate how a neoliberal society such as that of Ghana can integrate a well-structured 
system of “spiritual” care intended to help reduce and/or cater for the wellbeing of persons with mental health problems. Over 
the years, prayer camps, for instance, have remained a surrogate for mental health hospitals due to lack of attention for 
successive government to take seriously the issue of mental health and its associated problems to the society. The question is, 
how can the government who is expected to be a responsible actor for the wellbeing of its citizens, appropriate religious rituals 
and prescriptions as found in prayer camps to foster well-being of persons with mental problems. This question and the argument 
it generates are crucial for our discussion due to the general utility value and central role of religion in the live and wellbeing of 
the Ghanaian citizenry. 



 

Spirituality and Wellbeing in Brazil: a study of two intertwined concepts 

Bettina Schmidt 

University of Wales Trinity Saint David, United Kingdom 

The debate on wellbeing in Latin America reflects an understanding of wellbeing as holistic concept inspired by an indigenous 
perspective about the importance of a harmonious relationship between human beings, nature and the wider cosmos. The 
indigenous perception of ‘living well together’ has achieved some political impact in the fight against neo-liberal capitalism. In 
some countries, the indigenous concept of wellbeing is now officially recognized and even incorporated in the national 
constitution though without much implementation into practice. Based on this debate, some scholars propose ‘relational 
wellbeing’ as a challenge of dominant conceptions of wellbeing as it would underlie the positioning of wellbeing (e.g. White 2016). 
However, there is the danger of a nostalgic projection of “the good life” in traditional societies, which does not reflect the growing 
materialistic perception of a good life.  

This paper will look at the debate on wellbeing in Brazil based on recent research carried out in São Paulo. The focus will be on 
the significance of spirituality for wellbeing among people working in the secular medical sector as well as people identifying 
themselves as spiritual. It will discuss, first, the dominance of a division between spiritualty and health within the medical sector 
in Brazil that some explain with the power of the medical industry. It will address the underlying assumptions that spirituality is 
backward and that religion is a private matter. Secondly, the paper will discuss the ongoing popularity of alternative forms of 
healing in Brazil linked to religious beliefs and practices. Instead of presenting spirituality as a possible resource of wellbeing, 
the paper proposes wellbeing as a ‘glocalized concept’ that challenges a Western dominated universalist definition of wellbeing. 

 
  



S050B: Conflict and Coexistence – Christianity and Islam I 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 230 

Session Chair: Orsolya Varsányi 

The thematic strand of the EASR 2019 Conference, ‘Continuations and Disruptions’ provides an excellent opportunity to 
organize a panel on the study of the encounters and relationship between Christianity and Islam. The session ‘Conflict and 

Coexistence’ seeks to apply the general theme of the Congress either on the experiences of Christians in the Islamic world, or 
on those of Muslims in a society of Christian majority, from the Middle Ages up to the present day. The panel invites 

contributions that investigate those aspects of Christian/Muslim practice, discourse, use of liturgical language, theoretical 
considerations, etc. that underwent change as a result of an encounter, interaction and/or conflict; or which specify “core” 
elements that cannot be disrupted without the loss of identity. On the other hand, the approach of ‘coexistence’ seeks to 

explore those circumstances that allow the simultaneous ‘continuations’ (and inventions) of different traditions. Papers could 
examine, for example, encounters and interactions between religious or confessional communities, social and political aspects 

of change, agents and victims of disruption, and migration. 

 

Islam, Christianity, and “No Religion” in Europe and Central Asia: Isolation, Accommodation, and 
Religious Switching 

David Grant Stewart Jr.1, Matthew A. Martinich2 
1University of Nevada Las Vegas School of Medicine, United States of America; 2Cumorah Foundation, Colorado Springs, 

Colorado, United States of America 

Christianity has experienced stagnation and decline across much of Europe due to increasing secularism and natural growth 
below replacement levels due to low birth rates. Many who identify as Christian are nominalists who may view their faith as a 
cultural heritage without necessarily accepting key theological claims. Increases in non-religious categories including agnostics, 
atheists, and “spiritual but not religious” have contributed to attrition of mainline faiths. Christian new religious movements (NRMs) 
experienced moderate growth for several decades while mainline faiths declined, but in recent years NRMs in Europe have also 
experienced stagnation or decline. 

Islam is experiencing rapid growth in many European nations due primarily to immigration from Muslim-majority nations, and 
immigrant birth rates above those of the native populations. Demographic and cultural trends point to continued growth of Islam, 
yet the nature of the Islamic experience continues to be transformed. 

Interactions between minority religious groups and host societies will be explored, including the impact and responses of each. 
Religious minorities in dissimilar host societies have often engaged in accommodation or isolation. European Muslims have 
responded variously, with some accommodating, others isolating, and a few radicalizing. 

Islam has historically converted large numbers of former Christians, although conversions have been less frequent in modern 
times. With notable exceptions, few Muslims have converted to Christianity. Dynamics of modern conversions between 
Christianity and Islam will be explored in both directions, as well as factors which correlate with receptivity or resistance for both 
groups. 

This presentation explores research into the growth, participation, and conversion and retention of Muslims and Christians across 
Europe and Central Asia. Results of on-site research in Muslim-majority nations including Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Turkey, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan will be presented. Current trends for both faiths (including subgroups within each religion) 
and potential implications for the future will be analyzed and discussed. 

 

Muslim Minority in a Spanish Catholic majority 

Mariana Rosca 

University of Deusto, Spain 

About three quarters of the Spanish would define themselves as Catholics, which makes it a majority religion. Nevertheless, few 
Spaniards go to the weekly mass, although the Church still retains a quite powerful influence. In spite of that, starting with the 
1990s, there is a growing claim in Spain from other minority religions to be recognized and accommodated, among them Islam. 
Although there is a historical presence of Islam in Spain, dated back to the 7th century, its official recognition and the subsequent 
actions of accommodation have just few decades. The Muslim minority states that the number of Muslims is steadily growing 
and they claim equal rights as the Catholics. Drawing on the legal and policy framework, the presentation seeks to address the 
relationship between the Muslim minority and the Spanish Catholic majority, a relationship heavily influenced by the differentiated 
recognition. The paper concludes that the relationship between Islam and the Catholic Church is heavily influenced by the 
existing differentiation and the experiences of interaction are limited. 

 

Secularization of Islamic law in Western European countries 

Ivana Uhliarová 

University of Pardubice, Poland 

The impact of migrants, their culture, mentality, different religions change the character of Europe. Migrants, Muslims mostly, do 
not bring only religion, but also the law and the legal system. Unlike Europe and Christianity, where legal systems of civil and 
church law are independent of each other, in countries where Islam dominates religion, the legal system is closely related to 
religion. For both of these entities, one right is binding. 

Islamic law is based on the Koran, the sacred book of Islam, and therefore contains not only legal but also religious sanctions. 
For the Muslim, he is aiming for the fulfillment of the will of God and the pursuit of moral life. Behavior of Muslims is rated from 
the point of view of religion, so the most important means of ensuring protection of these norms of law is religious sanction for 
violating the law. 

In Muslim law and theology, the practice began to rely on individual legal norms based on the authority of Muhammad's person. 
The foundation of law is in its divine character. Right comes from God Himself and is unchangeable. It has been based on a 



basis other than European law, which has been created by the people and can be changed. There is no dualism in Islam. There 
is no difference between the legal and religious norms, we do not distinguish the offense and the sin. 

This paper seeks to present the challenges such a system faces in secular European societies. 

 
  



S051B: State Handling of Religion and Political Discourses on Religion in 
Russia and Scandinavia: Continuity and Change II 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 110 
Session Chair: Tim Jensen 

This panel on continuity and change in the way(s) that Scandinavian and Russian (and Soviet) states have handled religion 
and discussed religion, majority and and minority religion, religious diversity and religious education, is organized by a small 

research group located with the Ural Federal University in Ekaterinburg, headed by Elena Stepanova and Tim Jensen. 
State handling of religion(s) takes place on various levels and in various ways, e.g. in constitutional and sub-constitutional law, 

implementation (or not) of international human rights law relevant to religion, parliamentary discussions and discussions in 
public mass media, state regulations directed explicitly at religion and state regulations regarding schools and the role and 

teaching of religion in school. 
Papers that describe, analyse and discuss the ways the mentioned states have handled and discussed religion(s) past and 
present are invited and welcome. Since the final aim of the research group is to discuss the possibility of different kinds of 

comparisons between the two 'regions' , papers that venture into any such comparison are also welcome. 

 

Religious Argument in Public Sphere: Debates on Toleration and Identity 

Aleksei Loginov 

Ural Federal University, Russian Federation 

A number of widely discussed court verdicts that recently were implemented in Yekaterinburg, Russia to defend so called 
“religious feelings” (R. Sokolovsky case) or against the “atheistic claim” for the priest’s apology (N. Ryabchevsky case) turned 
our attention back to the questions: why is it so difficult to tolerate when it concerns religion? If not human rights, what are those 
principles our public debates should be governed by? In my talk I try to find, at least theoretically, a room for toleration both in 
religious and in secular spheres of modern society. I start with well-known classical definitions (P. Nicholson and D. Heyd) of 
what toleration is and how it works, then, based on A. Margalit’s description of religious pluralism I reproduce and compare key 
arguments for and against the very possibility of inner religious toleration. Having relocated the results into public sphere I wonder 
if the virtue of toleration should be kept there. The preliminary conclusion is that it depends on what kind of identity - “thick” or 
“thin” - communication processes in the society are based on. Hence, two education policies are explored in the last part of the 
talk: first is aimed to reduce any strong connection between self and group identity and the second is based on communitarian 
respect for socially constructed self (Ch. Taylor). I argue that in Russia dilemma is not solved yet, and I end up with suggestion 
to compare the way religion (s) is taught at schools in Russia and in at least Northern (according to RSF project plan) Europe to 
get more clear vision of the ideal “constellation” of modern society that we plan to achieve. 

 

Questions about Religious Practices and Symbols in the Public Sphere and Public Schools – Identity 
Politics and ‘Cultural Wars’ 

Karna Kjeldsen 

University College Absalon, Denmark 

This paper examines some of the recent developments and discussions in Denmark about the political-legal handling of religious 
practices and symbols in the public sphere and schools. These issues primarily concern how to handle the growing presence of 
a Muslim minority and efforts to restrict Muslim (and other religious) practices in the public sphere, and securing the central 
status and function of evangelical-Lutheran Christianity in Denmark and the school. It will be discussed how these cases are part 
of so-called cultural wars and identity politics, and more specific how they reflect political and public ambiguity, discrepancies 
and lack of an overall strategy on how to handle religious pluralism and the public role of religion in so-called secular democratic 
countries based on human rights values. Finally, the paper will present some tentative and preliminary comparative reflections 
on how these matters are handled in other Scandinavian countries and Russia.  

 

Contemporary Russian Rap Culture, State and Religion 

Nikolai Poliakov 

St. Petersburg State University, Russian Federation 

Lately Rap has become a hot topic in Russia having turned from the music mostly about sex, drugs and having fun into a new 
voice of political protest. In their latest works, most popular Russian rap musicians have addressed issues related to religion, 
politics, and the situation in modern Russia. Suddenly, religious motives have obtained a prominent place in the works of most 
popular Russian rappers of the newest generation, for example, Face, Husky, ZAMAY – very young people who are just over 
20. Many of their songs show highly critical attitude towards official Orthodoxy and its tight connection with the state and officials. 
Recent lyrics of long-existing rap bands, such as Kasta, demonstrate the same trend. Along with anticlericalism, contemporary 
Russian rap lyrics introduce such issues as non-believing and atheism. It is new for Russian popular music and demonstrate a 
completely opposing tendency to the one which has existed since the middle of the 80-s, when many rock musicians reflected 
their search for God and religion in their songs. In November and December of 2018, a number of concerts of Russian rappers 
have been canceled under different pretences and rapper Husky was even under arrest for 12 days. Yet, the real reasons of 
these cancelations seem obviously political, similar to the case of Pussy Riot, when religion, political protest and music were 
tightly linked. Contemporary Russian rap lyrics are analyzed in the paper in the context of religious and political processes in 
nowadays Russia. As a result of this analysis, new trends in Russian religious life, such as disappointment in religion and critical 
attitude towards the Orthodox Church, especially among the youth, can be distinguished, which also can be confirmed by 
sociological data. 

 
  



S058B: Women’s Agency and Religious Networks II 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 224 

Session Chair: Asuman Lätzer-Lasar 
Session Chair: Sabine Neumann 

Session Chair: Julietta Alexandra Steinhauer-Hogg 

This panel explores the agency of women in and via religious networks from antiquity to the present, allowing for an 
interdisciplinary and comprehensive approach and a comparative discussion of the subject matter. Throughout the history of 

religions, women have initiated, shaped and maintained religious networks in their capacities as founders, priests, benefactors, 
dedicands, worshippers and more. Female agents were responsible for cult foundations, cult transfers and the creation of new 
religious organisations. Yet our understanding of female networks, agency and ‘religious creativity’, is limited, partly owing to 

the place of women on the margins of many societies. 
The panel aims, on the one hand, to narrow the gap in knowledge with regard to female agency and the establishment, 

maintenance and decline of religious networks. On the other hand, it raises questions about current approaches to gender and 
religion by inviting panellists to present their studies from an intersectional perspective. This perspective allows us to see 

beyond the single category of gender by taking into account the various factors that shape an individual’s (religious) 
experience, such as origin, social, and marital status. 

The main focus of the panel is on religious networks or network-like structures as described for antiquity by, for example, C. 
Taylor and K. Vlassopoulos, or for female migrants in Europe in the twenty-first century by M. Kontos. 

The main questions to be explored in this panel are: 
- How did women shape their environment through religious activities within and outside the framework of a religious network? 

Where do we find representations of women's agency and female networks in textual and material culture? 
- What triggers the creation of women’s religious ‘networks’, how do they develop and what leads to their end? 

- To what extent is the creation of religious networks linked to migration? 
- In what ways were female agents involved in the creation (or establishment) of new religious practices, their distribution and, 

at the same time, the continuation of religious traditions? 
- To what extent are particular religious practices and networks socially associated with female agency? 

- To what extent are gender-related practices that were marginalised by societies equally associated with other social spheres 
such as the household, magic and witchcraft (Eidinow 2016)? 

- Can factors such as gendered (social) space, gender-related exclusions from religious activities and social caging stimulate 
or prevent the creation of religious networks (Massey 1994 and 1998)? 

 

Women in religious life in Roman Dalmatia. Were they really silent? 

Anna Mech 

University of Warsaw, Institute of Archaeology, Poland 

The nature of available sources means that most of what we know about inhabitants of the Roman Empire is mostly reserved to 
the privileged groups of society, as they were likely to leave behind long lasting monuments. Epigraphic monuments, especially 
votive inscriptions, are thus the best evidence for the presence of women in public places such as sanctuaries or temples. 
Therefore, they could be characterised as communal or as objects for admiration or inspiration not only for other women. Votive 
inscriptions are also one of the few categories of finds which allow any glimpse into the female participation in Roman religion. 
Besides the name of god or goddess for whom such monument was set up, we can derive information from the text of inscription 
which would otherwise be completely unavailable. From a name we can determine, besides gender, occasionally the social 
status and cultural background as well: whether the dedicator was indigenous or immigrant, citizen or peregrine. 

The aim of this paper is an attempt to reconstruct the religious life of women who lived in Dalmatia – one of the most ethnically 
diversified Roman province. The paper will present not only the choices that women made when engaging in religious life but 
also some important aspects of their private life. Epigraphic monuments were set up – among other reasons – to express the 
social position of the dedicant. Therefore, it is also possible to track the dedicant’s ethnical origin, find their husbands and children 
or examine the individual intentions of their prayers. Through this analysis the most valuable insight will be reached into the 
beliefs of individuals and in what ways the “female religiosity” differed (if at all) from the dominant ancient male narrative. 

 

Women building mosques: feminine patronage in al-Andalus reviewed 

Carmen González-Gutiérrez 

University of Erfurt, Germany 

European historiography has traditionally assumed that the Islamic urban landscape in the Middle Ages was predominantly a 
male scenario, in which the presence and actions of women were relegated to the interior of the domestic spaces. In this same 
way, it has also been stated that mosques, the heart of Islamic cities, were of predominant masculine use, being women residual 
and occasional users of these religious buildings. 

However, the new methodologies and perspectives provided by the history of gender, combined with the advances in research 
on Islamic cities -specially focused on al-Andalus-, allow us to glimpse quite a different reality. The most recent analyses are 
showing that the division between the public and private spheres was not so strict, and that determined women could take active 
part in providing cities with mosques and other religious facilities, as well as in encouraging specific religious practices. 

Combining written and very recent archaeological sources recovered for al-Andalus, the aim of this paper is to approach the way 
in which the presence of women in streets and public spaces involuntarily influenced their configuration; and to address the 
conscious dynamics through which the planned feminine actions, mainly by founding mosques and other pious legacies, became 
an essential part of the normal functioning of the city and of women’ visibility. 

 

Islamic Feminism and the Transformation of Iranian Society 

Sara Hejazi, Kerstin Wonisch 

EURAC-, Italy 



Islamic feminism has paved the way for new interpretations of the Qur’an and other sacred texts on a scale that is unique in the 
history of Islamic studies. These female interpretations have opened up a space in which a critique of the fundamental gender 
assumptions in Islamic law can be sustained and used to modify social and political status quo (Mir-Hosseini, 2006). Involving 
society as a whole in a post-Islamic state these female movement triggers social and legal reforms. By arguing from within the 
Islamic tradition, Iranian feminists not only challenge the dominant narrative of the divine and immutable nature of discriminatory 
laws but also the male monopoly on the production of legal knowledge (Mir-Hosseini, Al-Sharmani, Rumminger, 2015, Tohidi, 
2016). Even among religious elites, where women are traditionally underrepresented, there is an ongoing shift moving the center 
of Islamic Knowledge from the masculine to the feminine. Thus, this paper aims to shed light on this ongoing shift - defined as 
Iran’s “silent revolution” – combining insights from anthropology, law and religious science. 
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The history of "Shinto" has been much more turbulent than is sometimes recognized in simple presentations. Given the 
vicissitudes of adaptation or reinvention, there has recently been some reluctance to use the term at all with respect to earlier 

periods (Teeuwen). And yet there is a history of “Shinto” (Hardacre). Moreover, it is precisely by exploring the interactive 
dynamics of continuity and change that the real history of traditions such as this comes alive. In this panel the focus will be on 
major shifts in modern times, notably the dramatic, state-run disentanglement of Shinto and Buddhism (shinbutsu bunri) in the 
nineteenth century, the separation of religion and the state following the end of World War II, and more recent rapprochements 
between Shinto shrines such as Ise Jingū and leading Buddhist temples such as Hiei-zan. Among other things, attention will be 
paid to the twofold enthronement ceremonies (sokuinorei and daijōsai) for the new emperor (tennō), due to take place in 2019, 
and the way in which the relations between religion and state are navigated in this connection (paper by chairperson). There 

will be a call for up to three other papers which address the fields mentioned above, whether exploring changes which seem to 
contradict alleged continuity, or continuities which may be perceived in spite of evident change. 

 

Continuity and Change in Tenjin worship 

Vladlena Fedianina 

Moscow City University, Russian Federation 

Tenjin worship is one of the most popular Shinto cults in Japan. Today Tenjin (posthumous name of Sugawara Michizane 845-
903) is worshiped mostly as the gakumon no kamisama, the Deity of Learning. However it was during the Tokugawa period with 
its strong ethical Confucian component that this aspect of the Tenjin cult became prominent.  

In this paper we give a brief history of the Tenjin cult from its formation (10th century – the beginning of the 11th century) up to 
the present. We trace the main changes in the cult in relation to transformations in the religious life of Japan. 

The roots of Tenjin worship stretch back to ancient folk beliefs (ancestor worship, the faith in Thunder Deity and the worship of 
vengeful spirits). In mediaeval times the cult was developing within the honji suijaku paradigm. In the Tokugawa period the 
Buddhist component in honji suijaku was diminished while the spreading of Confucianism made Tenjin a patron of scholarship. 
The Tenjin cult was supported by the Meiji government as a Shinto cult (after shinbutsu bunri) and acquired a nationwide 
character. 

 

We are what we wear: clothing of Shinto deities in manga comics as an ongoing process of Kami 
definition 

Saeko Yazaki 

University of Glasgow, United Kingdom 

Consciously or unconsciously, what we wear and what we put on others are culturally, socially and politically constructed. This 
paper examines the way in which the clothing of Kami (Shinto deities) is depicted in manga (Japanese comics) in order to 
examine a Kami-defining process, as their dress reveals the idea of Kami of the author and/or the time. First the paper focuses 
on the post-war period when, following the defeat of Japan at WWII, Shinto was no longer taught at state schools. Manga authors, 
usually without any systematic background in Shinto, often depict Kami as beings similar to humankind. Many Kami in manga 
appear in a human shape and are dressed in a wide range of clothes from Japanese ancient costumes, kimono to Western 
clothes and school uniforms. The paper goes on to compare the depiction of Kami clothes in manga with that in Ko-shimbun 
(hugely popular illustrated newspapers) during the Meiji era when Shinto became an ideological tool for modernisation through 
emphasising the divine origin of the Emperor. In doing so, Kami in Meiji are often put on Japanese ancient costumes underlining 
the royal-divine connection. 

Shinto is usually regarded as the Japanese indigenous religion. However, there is a growing literature which questions this 
popular notion; for example, Breen and Teeuween (2010) identify what they call “Shintoization” in the history of Japan – a process 
of (re)classification of certain beliefs and practices as Shinto. Consistent with this fluid concept of Shinto, ideas of Kami have 
been constantly changing in what seems to be an ongoing Kami-(re)defining process. Through an examination of the 
(re)construction of the category of Kami through clothing, this paper attempts to analyse what has been changed and has 
remained in depiction of Kami dress against the backdrop of rapid social and political change in modern Japan. 
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The question of the relationship between religion, social structure and social change has been central to the sociology of 
religion. Karl Marx saw religion as working to maintain status-quo and social status that supported the order of the ruling class. 

In his view, religion served as opium for the exploited masses that elites used to keep in control. Thus, religion justifies 
injustice, inequalities and prevents people from confronting and rebelling against them. There is ample evidence from the so-

called subaltern groups showing how religion functions as a source of oppression. W. R. Jones described the principles of 
“divine racism” (1973) that foregrounded and justified oppression of the black community in Christianity. B. R. Ambedkar 

(1936) highlighted casteism and untouchability in the Hindu religion as the foundation for the functioning of the Hindu society. 
Widespread popular understanding assumes religion-based patriarchy in Islam alongside other mono and polytheistic societies 

that legitimize women’s subordination. 
However, other sociological theories and empirical examples show a different side of the picture. Max Weber saw religion as a 

wheel for social change, particularly focusing on how Protestant ethic enabled the development of modern capitalism. In his 
view, religion encouraged people’s active effort and continuing struggle. There are many historical empirical examples that 
demonstrate how religion has been actively employed by people seeking to transform their social position and how religion 
itself becomes the means of social liberation and change – Dalit and Black liberation theologies, Dalit religious conversions 

and Islamic feminism. 
This panel seeks to develop an innovative, interdisciplinary cross-cultural understanding of social and political aspects of 

religion - how religion acts upon social groups and how social groups act through religion; in what contexts religion prevents 
and facilitates social change; when religion functions as both - that of being the oppressive and liberating force. Including but 
not limited to, the panel particularly welcomes original theoretical and empirical accounts from the Dalit, Black, feminist and 
minority studies that would critically engage with the component of religion and its ambiguous role in oppressed societies. 

 

Religion in an oppressive context: Experiences of normality in the life of incarceration – the case of 
inmates in the Philippines 

Tobias Brandner 

Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong S.A.R. (China) 

Duterte’s war on drugs has brought a huge increase in the penal population of already heavily overcrowded prisons. Reflecting 
the overall poverty of large parts of Philippine society and a government that shows little interest in allocating sufficient resources 
to the needs of prisoners, prisons struggle with sustaining the growing number of inmates. It is in such context that religious 
groups play a crucial role in contributing important spiritual and material resources. 

The study is based on an investigation of two penal institutions in the Philippines, the Manila City Jail in downtown Manila, a 
remand center for inmates awaiting trial, and the New Bilibid Prison, possibly the world’s largest prison with an inmate population 
of around 19,000, located in the outskirts of Manila. Based on participating observation and interviews with inmates, with penal 
staff, and with religious service providers, the study analyses the role of religion within the complex penal society. In the absence 
of much custodial staff, Philippine prisons are largely managed by inmates themselves. Central roles in the order of society are 
assumed by prison groups (often called ‘gangs’, so-called pangkats), dormitory officers who supervise and control the good 
order, and religious groups. Religious groups assume both social, material, and spiritual function: they connect to the outside 
world and help provide an important supporting network that offers both relational and material benefit; they give moral guidance 
in a complex society; they offer a day structure and possible religious career options; and they contribute spiritual values such 
as purpose, hope, and forgiveness. 

 

Women and Caste System as the Complexity of Religion(s) in an Urban Space: A Case Study of Old 
Delhi 

Neha Singh 

Jawaharlal Nehru University, India 

Religion(s) in Old Delhi has noteworthy historical relevance owing to three reasons. First, be it as Pandavas’ Indraprastha or 
Mughal’s Shahjahanabad, Old Delhi remained an important site for existence of variant religions. Two, owing to it holding 
important positions both in Hindu and Islamic historical development in India, politically too, Old Delhi throughout its incessant 
changes from Hindu, Mughal, colonial rule to the independent India, saw many important speeches by various nationalist leaders, 
religious preachers and public speeches across time making it a site for religious dialogue and persuasion between one in power 
and the masses. Thirdly, owing to Old Delhi being an important market area observed huge migration from across the country 
every year that affected the social stratification and religiosity temper of the space. These synergistic and structural reasons 
have not only led to the area being a rich urban fabric but also led to the changes in the religious traditions and practices of old 
Delhi affecting the social and the political. By observing the position of women under Hinduism and Islam these fluxes in the 
religion(s) can be recorded. Ambedkar highlighted how in a multi-religious space, religion(s) instead of being a coercive claimant 
seeks for a communication via dialogue resulting in sophisticated traditional caste practices by both the majority and minority 
religions that in turn affect position of women. Their sexuality, autonomy is oppressed by patriarchal superstructure. Based on 
the narratives of three generation of women respondents from a majority religion (Hinduism) and minority religion (Islam) who 
have lived in Old Delhi, the ethnographic study shall try to highlight complexities of interaction of urbanity and religion that 
impregnate evil caste practices influencing women across religions affecting the social and the political at large. 

 

Decolonial Perspective to Religious Conflict Between Neo-Pentecostal and Afro-Brazilian Religions in 
Contemporary Southeast Brazil 

Eleonora Lundell 

University of Helsinki, Finland 



In this paper I will discuss the epistemological position of ‘religion’ in contemporary Brazil through cases of religious intolerance 
as well as Afro-Brazilian religions followers reactions towards religious and racial discrimination. I will propose that the usage of 
‘religion’ as an analytical and/or political concept limit the understanding and equal positioning of Afro-Brazilian religions and 
Afro-religious knowledge in the contemporary Brazilian society. In my view this happens due to the colonially set ‘abyssal line’ 
(Santos) through which 'religions' are defined and legitimized. The analysis is based on the ethnographic fieldwork carried out 
with Afro-Brazilian and Pentecostal religious groups in Southeast Brazil during 2008-2015. 

In Brazil the neo-Pentecostal demonization of Afro-Brazilian religions have led to a deep religious conflict during recent years. 
Sabotage of worship places, physical violence, discrimination and bulling in public spaces echo the growing influence of neo-
Pentecostal ideology in media and politics, as well as the profound structural racism in the Brazilian society. Previously many 
Afro-Brazilian religious actors have taken affirmative actions engaging especially with the black movement. Moreover, IPHAN 
(National Institute of Historic and Artistic Heritage in Brasil) has protected some of the traditional Afro-Brazilian religious worship 
houses declaring them as cultural patrimony. These actions have fortified the status of Afro-religious universe as “culture”, which 
entails a close relatedness of these religions to specific notions of ‘ethnicity’ and ‘tradition’ (Goldman). Statistically, however Afro-
Brazilian religions are predominantly “white” while Pentecostal devotion is expanding especially among the black population. 

 
  



S063A: More or Less (of) the Same? – Dis/continuities between Secularism 
and Post-Secularism I 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 306 
Session Chair: CJS Lombaard 

Secularism entailed inter alia the marginalisation of (aspects of) religion from public life. The assumption was: out of sight, out 
of mind - and that this would be a continual process. Religion would eventually disappear from rational humanity. 

However, as surveys, sociological studies and demographic projections have indicated over recent years, broadly speaking 
such expectations on the demise of faith as a public and personal dynamic had in many societies been overly enthusiastic. The 
current Post-secular awareness has lifted that veil of expectation: religion is not dead, nor had it ever been where its influence 
had simply not been recognised. Certainly, religion has been much altered over recent decades, as the longer-term effects of 
the Enlightenment played out variously in modern societies, but the phenomenon of religion, the existential meaning gained 

from religions by their adherents, and the socio-legal-political effects of these remain. 
In the same way as the Post-modern era had in many respects not been a clean break with the Modern era, but had rather 
been constituted by a different orientation to the same fundamental awarenesses, the move from the Secular to the Post-

secular is also characterised by continuities. Even discontinuities result substantially from a reaction to earlier philosophical 
and social impulses. 

In this session, instances (case studies, ideological-critical analyses, terminological trajectories and other examples) of such 
discontinuities and continuities of expressions of faith between Secularism and Post-secularism are studied. Instances from 

different aspects of society, language, law, the arts and from religious life itself are welcomed. Interdisciplinarity is encouraged. 

 

The Formation of Irish Freemasonry in the Age of Berkeley 

Takaharu Oda 

Trinity College Dublin, Ireland 

Bishop George Berkeley, admittedly, did not gain the membership of Freemasonry. However, his lifetime (1685–1753) falls in 
the very period of its formation in eighteenth-century Ireland. The interaction between this Irish philosopher and contemporary 
masons should come into greater focus than scholars presume (e.g. Duddy 2002), because such masons as Jonathan Swift and 
John Arbuthnot were intellectually close to him, and both masons and Berkeley had resembling interests in esotericism. Thus, 
my explanatory analysis will dissolve a puzzle: why Berkeley might have been expected to have an interest in Freemasonry but 
he did not. Dismantling this expectation, I clarify Berkeley’s theological, philosophical rationale against it.  

I start investigating the doctrinal formation of Irish Freemasonry in the early Enlightenment period. Irish masons rationally 
vindicated natural religion with their universalistic appeal, instead of sectarian, dogmatic, and revealed religion (Friedenberg 
1927). It would not suffice to say that Berkeley was not a mason simply because of his Christian faith. But rather, especially on 
natural religion, one can see the divide between Berkeley’s theism and masons’ deistic tendencies that negate supernatural 
revelation. I consider Berkeley’s apology of Christian theology in Alciphron (1732), where he theorised an emotive meaning of 
Christian mysteries, for instance, Holy Trinity (Jakapi 2002). That is, utterances of religious mysteries could be non-cognitive 
(lacking truth-value) but meaningful in evoking moral feelings in those hearing or reading them. Alciphron was written for attacking 
deistic ‘free-thinkers’, such as John Toland. I take Berkeley’s criticism thereof to be crucial to his indifference towards masons. 
In fact, Toland, Irish pantheist who deified nature but demystified religion, contributed to the growth of European Freemasonry. 
However, I conclude that Toland’s and masons’ naturalistic vindication of a Supreme Being was philosophically and theologically 
repugnant to Berkeley’s defence of Christian revelation and mysteries.  

 

From Nietzsche's last man to Spengler's second religiosity: a comeback of religion? 

Sebastian Fink 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

Friedrich Nietzsche raised a question that since then generations of philosophers and writers have tried to answer: What will 
happen after the death of god and the rise of nihilism? 

Nietzsche himself described his activities as philosophizing with a hammer. Destroying old idols was described by Nietzsche as 
a heroic fight of an individual against the invented "real world" which leads to an unknown extent of invididual freedom. Nietzsche 
and his adept Oswald Spengler realized that the degree of uncertainity reached by destroying these idols of millennia might not 
be bearable for everyone and that after the end of religion, new religious forms will arise in order to fill the gap that the "death of 
god" has caused. The aim of this talk is to outline and compare these theories and predictions and consider their usefullness for 
an analysis of the present situation. 
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In the study of religion(s) psychological methods and approaches have become familiar tools, notwithstanding the views of 
some of the earlier pioneers of psychology. By contrast, psychiatric approaches have proved less amenable to assimilation in 
the study of religion(s). Such reticence is not shared in psychiatry. There are now enough psychiatric papers on religion, and 

the role of religion in psychiatric contexts, to justify three meta-analyses since 2011. It is notable that the bibliographies 
contained in these papers rarely include contemporary texts from the discipline of religious studies. The unintended 

consequence of the lack of inter-disciplinary discourse is that psychiatrists are increasingly establishing their own definitions 
and their own theoretical models of religion; for example, as a risk factor, as a protective factor, as a factor in medication 

compliance. These approaches may be both compared and contrasted with an older tradition of psychiatric interpretation in 
which historical religious figures are retrospectively diagnosed with various disorders. 

This open panel provides an invitation for papers which address the relationships between psychiatry and the study of religion 
at all levels. The following suggestions provide a series of provocations which are relevant to a consideration of ‘continuations 

and disruptions in psychiatry and religion’. 
* Does psychiatry provide ways of continuing and developing understandings of religious experiences? 

* Have psychiatric presuppositions subliminally affected our capacity to ascribe significance to accounts where visions and 
voices are primary sources? 

* What are the limitations to the practice of retrospective psychiatric diagnoses of ancient religious figures like Moses or Jesus 
or Mohammed? 

* Is the biological focus of psychiatry a way of recognising the ‘specialness’ of religious experience? 
* Can the acute religious experiences of Shamans, Sufis, Sadhus, Spirit Possessed and Mystics survive the reductionism of 

psychiatry? 
* The DSM-5 chapter on Dissociative Identity Disorder introduces the idea of ‘disruption of self’, can this be a useful term in 

relation to spirit possession? 
* What common ground do psychiatrists and scholars of religion share? 

* Is psychiatry disruptive of religions? 
* Is psychiatric theory disruptive of the study of religions? 

* Is psychiatry necessarily a secular approach? 
* Is psychiatry a form of religion in which the disordered are redeemed? 

* Should scholars of religion engage or dissociate themselves from psychiatry? 
* Can psychiatry survive a post-colonial critique of its epistemology? 

* Did IM Lewis do enough in the final chapter, ‘possession and psychiatry’, in Ecstatic Religion? 
* Where are the demons in Foucault? (Midelfort). 

* Do psychological approaches preclude psychiatric approaches being applied in the study of religion? 
* Do psychiatrists have a sufficient understanding of theories of religion to be able to conduct meaningful research on religion? 

* What could psychiatrists learn from the EASR? 
* Are the prophets of today to be found in the secure psychiatric units? 

 

Medicating the Vision 

June Boyce-tillman 

University of Winchester, Uk, United Kingdom 

This paper will address how psychiatry understands the religious experience, particularly the vision, using an autoethnographic 
methodology. The visionary experience was accepted as a part of the religious culture of the Middle Ages. I studied the medieval 
visionaries – Hildegard of Bingen, Julian of Norwich, Margery Kempe – and saw how their visions informed and enabled them to 
manage their lives. Writing about music and healing (Boyce-Tillman 2000), I found within shamanic and spirit possession 
cultures, an acknowledgement of another world, often entered through trance which is different from ordinary consciousness. In 
some cultures this other world is regarded as more real than that experienced with ordinary consciousness. For many of the 
cultures in which trance is used spirits and their doings are in many ways part of their daily lives. It is not only in times of crisis 
that beliefs in spirits and their power are activated. As an only child, the visionary experience was part of my life from my earliest 
years and part of a search for connection. Managing the liminal in my interior world has been difficult, because the rational is so 
dominant today. There is a desire to see the visionary experience as salutogenic (Antonovsky 1987) rather than pathogenic. I 
encountered the mental health system in my twenties and was pathologised even by a priest within it. It was a neo-shaman that 
helped me out of this using trance techniques. These experiences are no being collected in a movement entitled CrazyWise. 
This paper which will use poem and story seeks to challenge the medicalisation of the visionary states and reconnect them with 
indigenous ways of knowing.  

Antonovsky, Aaron (1987). Unravelling the Mystery of Health. San Francisco: Jossey- 

Bass . 

Boyce-Tillman, June (2000a). Constructing Musical Healing: he Wounds that Sing. 

London: Jessica Kingsley. 

CrazyWise https://www.fmtv.com/watch/crazy-wise 

 

Continuity and discontinuity in psychiatry and the study of religion 

Richard Saville-Smith 

University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom 

In the study of religion, evidence shows that visions, voices and possessions are associated with diverse experiences which 
have been historically constructed as ‘religious’. In psychiatry, evidence suggests that around 25% of those detained in the acute 
psychiatric wards of the contemporary West articulate their experiences in religious terms. 



This paper argues that the inability of psychiatrists and scholars of religion to test plausible relationships between these two 
facts, despite their common interest in ‘the human’, may be the consequence of disciplinary biases. These may be explained in 
epistemological terms as the result of contrasting methodological preferences which justify differing degrees of reductionism. 
(For example, the psychiatric commitment to the scientific method and the residual predilection for the social sciences which can 
still be found in the study of religion). In this paper, historical processes and exigencies can also be understood as driving such 
disciplinary discontinuities and I offer an overview of the origination and development of some of these, specifically: 

 The consequences of psychiatrists retrospectively diagnosing religious figures with mental illnesses. 

 The reactionary responses to the explicit psychiatric assaults on the sanity of Jesus at the start of the 20 th century and 
the incipient resolution at the start of the 21st century 

 The need to construct sui generis narratives to defend the anomalous experiences constructed as ‘religious’ from the 
unacceptable behaviour of the mad.  

 The recent psychiatric re-discovery of the intersection of religion and madness and the consequential development of 
psychiatric theories of religion without reference to the Study of Religion. 

This paper is written from a mad studies perspective and it proposes that the interests of all parties would be served by the 
development of an interdisciplinary discourse to explore the underlying continuities of two disciplines which find their legitimacy 
in the one Academy.  
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After evolutionism in the 19th century study of religion and a prevailing abstinence in the 20th century, the evolution of religion 
has again become a topic frequently dealt with over the last 20 years. Respective research covers different disciplines and 

perspectives including biology, sociobiology, psychology, neuroscience, anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, archaeology, 
linguistics, and, last, but not least, the study of religion. The evolution of religion is usually understood as the interplay between 
cognitive processes, material objects, cultural meaning systems, communication, and human behaviour. However, the way in 
which mental perception and cognition, the socio-cultural meaning system called religion, material objects, bodily behaviour, 

and social communication relate to each other, is, as yet, widely unclear. “Religious meaning systems appear to link 
environmental information, especially symbolic information, with behavioural outputs, especially social behaviors. A detailed 

understanding of how symbolically laden beliefs and practices that relate to superhuman powers variously affect social actions 
remains elusive” (Bulbulia et al. 2013. “The Cultural Evolution of Religion.” In: Richerson & Christiansen [eds.]: Cultural 

Evolution. Society, Technology, Language, and Religion. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, pp. 381–404, here: 38). The two-part 
session is devoted to recent approaches in the study of religious evolution. It will discuss the advantages and limits of the 

evolutionary paradigm of variation, selection and (re-)stabilization for cross-disciplinary analysis of religion that intends to link 
different disciplines. 

 

The evolution of global religions 

Anastasia Ejova1,3, Simon J. Greenhill2, Jakub Cigán3, Silvie Kotherová3, Jan Krátký3, Radek Kundt3, Eva Kundtová 
Klocová3, Joseph Watts2, Remco Bouckaert2, Quentin D. Atkinson1,2, Joseph Bulbulia1, Russell Gray2 

1The University of Auckland, New Zealand; 2Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History, Germany; 3LEVYNA 
Laboratory for the Experimental Research of Religion, Masaryk University, Czech Republic 

While accounting for the religious beliefs of about 80% of the world’s population, the five dominant global religions - Christianity, 
Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and Judaism - are divided into hundreds of sects. What processes produced this unity amidst 
fragmentation over time? To date, historians have focused on describing patterns of cross-national unity and fragmentation over 
time within each global religion separately. However, to understand the mechanisms fostering unity across religious lines in the 
modern globalised world, it is necessary to identify any processes of unification common to multiple world religions. Using 
computational methods developed in biology, we compare world religions in terms of patterns of schism (fragmentation) over 
time – patterns represented as evolutionary trees (phylogenies). In Buddhism, pre-Reformation Christianity and Islam, we 
observe early diversity reined in by empires that sponsored the religions as ideologies of state. In Protestant Christianity and 
Hinduism, we observe consistent unbridled diversity of belief, attributable to the fact that sponsoring empires subscribed to 
ideologies that placed only loose constraints on belief content. The ideals guiding Protestant European colonial empires and 
various Hindu empires– modern capitalism and the caste system, respectively – have been argued to be economic. However, 
these ideals also had a grounding in religious ethics; specifically, in the motivation to be a trustworthy “tool of the divine will” 
under Protestantism, and in the motivation to maintain purity under Hinduism. In evidence of a gradual movement towards global 
ethical and economic unification, we observe increasing diversity of belief loosely constrained by Protestant ethics and capitalist 
institutions in post-19th century Hinduism and Buddhism, as well as post-17th century Judaism. Overall, our findings demonstrate 
how systematic approaches from natural science can combine with historical inquiry to suggest that ideological unity amidst 
diversity is possible under a higher order ideology combining ethical and economic principles. 

 

Why Biocultural and not Cultural Evolution as the New Paradigm for the Study of Religion? And why 
Belief Is a Relatively Novel Phenomenon in the History of Religion 

Anders Klostergaard Petersen 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

It is not least to the great credit of the late Robert N. Bellah to have reintroduced evolutionary approaches into the study of 
religion. Although Bellah’s recent work on cultural evolution was strongly inspired by neuropsychologist Merlin Donald’s thinking 
about different evolutionary forms of memory cognition, Bellah’s focus was predominantly on cultural evolution. In my 
presentation I argue that in order to fully explore cultural evolution we need to move further ahead in terms of encompassing the 
wider biological issues at stake. From a gene-culture coevolutionary view it does not make sense to isolate the cultural dimension 
from the ‘strictly’ biological one, since also culture is part and parcel of biology, although constituting a distinct form of biology. 
But what does that mean with respect to analysing religious groups, artefacts, texts, phenomena, etc., whether past or present? 
How are historians and sociologists of religion to go about in applying biocultural perspectives to their respective material of 
analysis, and what are the gains involved in doing this? In my presentation, I take a longue durée-perspective on the moot 
question relating to the emergence of ‘belief’ and ‘faith,’ and the concomitant question of ‘belief’ and ‘faith’ as being intrinsic to 
the phenomenon of religion. I try to show how a biocultural evolutionary perspective will enable us to target this question in a 
new and more complex way. 

 

What leads religion’s cultural evolution and change? 

Lluis Oviedo 

Antonianum University 

Scholars studying religion from a scientific point of view share a common view that qualifies religion as a cultural phenomenon 
that is subjected to similar evolutionary dynamics as all other cultural dynamics in humans and even in other species. The field 
trying to better describe cultural evolution is thriving in the last years and tries to better specify the clues that determine such 
developments. A tendency tries to assimilate those dynamics to the characteristic leading the biological realm; but other sector 
points rather to specific cultural mechanisms or processes beyond sheer biological adaptive rules. The case of religion presents 
several traits or features rendering such evolution still more specific and enigmatic, but at the same time, it seems that the 
biological dimension cannot be excluded at all. Discerning and better qualifying the factors involved in religious very creative 



cultural evolution becomes a challenge for every attempt to better know – inside a scientific framework – that highly complex 
human feature. 
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Global sustainability challenges – such as climate change and the on-going dramatic sixth extinction event – have led scholars 
of different fields to talk about the age of the Anthropocene: an epoch defined by the dominant impact of humans on the global 
environment. We are facing not only an ecological, economic, or social crisis, but, as economist Manfred Max-Neef (2010: 201) 
has stated, “a crisis of humanity” with colossal repercussions. How have scholars of religion approached the domain of religion 

in this research context? 
In this session, we approach the topic of sustainable development from a broad angle and invite scholars of religion to share 
their perspective on the subject. How is the relationship between religion and sustainability issues confronted, analyzed and 

discussed in research conducted under the shadow of the Anthropocene? What is the relevance of the study of religion within 
this discussion, spanning across various fields of research? How have scholars approached religion as a changing and 

transforming phenomenon in the middle of a world that seems to usher societies to re-evaluate the meanings of, for example, 
human development, civilization and wellbeing. 

We welcome a broad spectrum of proposals aiming to illuminate the relationship between religion and sustainability from 
different kinds of perspectives. Both empirical and theoretical approaches are very much welcome to join the discussion. 

 

Cosmopolitan theology – studying a utopian theory in practice 

Marjukka Taina Maria Laiho 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

Cosmopolitan theology (Kang 2013) is a theological reflection on what the core of Christian teaching could and should be like in 
times of global sustainability challenges. Cosmopolitanism, in all its variations, refers to the ancient Greek origins of kosmos and 
polite. The word cosmos stretches human horizons even beyond the world; cosmos extends “the scope of justice, fair treatment, 
or care to both humans and non-humans, as we all belong to the cosmos” (Kang p. 55). Emphasizing metaphorical rather than 
legal citizenship, cosmopolitanism enfolds the individual subjects both as citizens of the cosmos and as rooted beings (Appiah 
2005). This is the profound tension of cosmopolitanism, i.e. the “tension between the particularity and universality of human 
belonging” (Kang, p. 49). This tension is also present in cosmopolitan theology bringing moral cosmopolitanism and the core of 
Christian teaching into dialogue. 

This paper explores the theory, practice and study of cosmopolitan theology in current times of turbulence. The focus on notions 
like empathy, responsibility, justice, solidarity, and planetary hospitality makes cosmopolitan theology a timely public and global 
discourse. But it is also very local and personal, taking place in a context, in a local culture and personal networks of social ties. 
Thus, cosmopolitan theology entangles both religious identities and everyday life as well as agency, advocacy, and activism. It 
can even been read as a political manifesto, a theory of politized religion claiming that “when a religious teaching […] becomes 
depoliticized […], it loses its public relevance and ends up being just a romanticized cliché-statement” (Kang p. 17). Even though 
cosmopolitan theology is a dream of the impossible, it is a theory that finds its calling in and as practice. But what is this practice? 
How can one study cosmopolitan theology – a utopian theory - empirically? And after all, why is it urgent to do so? 

 

Sustainability and Religious Sensibilities: An exploration of the status of the natural domain in Advaita 
Vedānta and Yoga 

Tilak Parekh 

University of Cambridge, University of Oxford (United Kingdom) 

The ecological crises have led some scholars to examine the status of the natural domain across various religious and 
philosophical systems. For many individuals, religious beliefs and sensibilities formulate and shape their worldviews, thus 
impacting their visions of the natural domain, and in turn their actions towards the natural world. My paper examines the role of 
nature in two prominent and living philosophical schools, Advaita Vedānta, a non-dualist school, and Yoga, a dualist school. 
Some scholars have posited a logical connection between dualism and non-dualism, on the one hand, and the attitudes and the 
practices of world negation, on the other hand. Orientalist scholarship too often characterized Indian philosophies as cosmos-
negating and nature-denigrating. The key thesis driving such perceptions is that if the natural world is regarded as ontologically 
insubstantial or axiologically inferior, it cannot be the object of loving care. My study aims to interrogate these conceptual 
equivalences, showing that the conclusions do not follow deductively. I will present this argument through employing some of 
the work of Anantanand Rambachan and Ian Whicher, two contemporary thinkers who provide a somewhat uncommon and 
positive valorisation of the natural domain. 

Their writings will provide interesting, alternative re-readings of the Yoga-Sūtra and Advaitin texts that provide a nuanced 
perspective on the status of the natural domain. Traditional sources such as the Yoga-Sūtra and Śaṅkara’s Bhāṣyas display 
conceptual ambiguities that offer a spectrum and range of meanings. Rambachan and Whicher undertake a ‘hermeneutics of 
restoration’ to uncover the deeper meanings of the text that embrace the natural environment. They offer fresh interpretations of 
key concepts such as māyā, sublation, nirodha, and kaivalya, that ultimately aim to answer questions about the ontological, 
epistemological, and soteriological role of nature. It makes way for a much-needed conversation on the ecological impact of 
popular eastern philosophical schools. 

 

"Save as many as you can". Eco-apocalyptic themes in popular movies 

Heikki Paavali Pesonen 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

Apocalypses and post-apocalyptic dystopias have been part of the movie imagery from the beginning of the Western film industry. 
The motives behind the movie apocalypses have varied from Christian apocalyptics and extraterrestrial threats to secular 
menaces such as meteorites and nuclear engineering. The Western environmental awakening of the 1960s brought also 
ecological threats to the end-of-days movies. Depending on the current topics of environmental debate the apocalypse in these 
films has been associated with, for example, overpopulation, nuclear holocaust, and global warming. 



In this paper I shall focus on a one type of apocalyptic movies, namely movies that depict doom that has been caused by 
ecological disaster. I shall examine, first, the ways in which these so called eco-apocalyptic movies comment Western 
environmental debate and its changes. Second, I shall look at how the ends of the world and dystopias depicted in these films 
are connected to the imagery of the apocalyptic myth. I shall also discuss how the secular eco-apocalypses of the popular movies 
can be examined in the light of the theoretical discussion dealing with the secularization and the change of the modern Western 
religiosity. 

 
  



S085C: Sacred Objects in Academic Space: Researchers, Collections and 
Exhibitions III 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 230 
Session Chair: Ekaterina Terioukova 

Religious artefacts being in a temple or sanctuary are included in a specific religious context, which has anthropological, 
cultural, historical, aesthetic and psychological elements. Its meaning is revealed only in the unity of the components 

associated with the peculiarities of beliefs and practices of a religion. In transferring these artefacts into museum space, the 
problem appears of semantic and axiological reorientation of senses and meanings, which are associated with them. The aim 

of the open session is to discuss actual problems of a new interdisciplinary aspect of religious studies closely linked with 
museology, history of material culture, anthropology, history of art and history of ideas: What sense may the religious artefact 
obtain, when it is pulled out from the religious context and placed into a museum space? Does it lose its sacred meaning and 

become only a piece of art or an object of historical memory? What is the role of the field scholars, collectors, museum 
curators in gathering, obtaining and presenting the religious artefacts? What is the influence of the theoretical paradigms in 

academic study of religions on the presentation of religious artefacts in the temporal and permanent exhibitions in museums of 
the various types (art, historical, ethnographic, interactive theme parks)? 

 

Marketing the “Tibetan” Kapāla – Tradition vs. Trademark 

Martin Hanker 

Charles University, Faculty of Arts, Czech Republic 

The proper skull cup [Tib. thod pa, ban+dha etc.; Sans. kapāla] used as an offering vessel in various Tibetan rituals should have 
its appropriate characteristics, as is described (in great detail) in a genre of religious craniological (phrenological) manuals called 
“thö tag” [Tib. thod brtags]. After a philological analysis of a dozen of these texts, the question of authenticity arose when 
searching for such proper ritual implement on the on-line market places and across the private collections. 

The origin of these objects is typically questionable as well as their ornamentations, carvings, and other decorations. The 
appearance of such “jewel-like” items is in stark contrast with the primal idea of using skulls as all-purpose bowls by certain 
Śaivite tantric ascetics (referred to most often as the Kapālikas) in India, which apparently influenced the Tibetans and their ritual 
application of skulls. The Tibetan yogis do not possess skull cups even remotely resembling most of the goods available on the 
market today, as will be illustrated on several examples.  

This paper addresses the contrast between the tradition (both textual and material) and the contemporary commercialization of 
the thod pa, which ultimately reflects the larger issue of marketing Tibetan religious and material culture in the West. The omni-
present “orientalistic” perspective heavily stimulates the production of these vessels, which are still being advertised as “Tibetan”, 
yet clearly of non-Tibetan provenience. Consequently, the word “Tibetan” slowly became just a trademark. The Western buyers’ 
motivation and attitude towards these ritual implements is thus different – by taking the thod pa out of its original cultural context 
and ritual framework, it is no more “used as an instrument” but “owned as an object”. 

 

Religious artefacts / human remains: the status of ‘Head-hunting trophies’ from Naga indigenous 
communities in the museum space 

Vibha Joshi Parkin 

tuebingen university, Germany 

The paper deals with the human remains , decorated skulls and fragments of human skulls collected (or looted ) during the 
colonial period by British administrators and ethnographers from north-eastern Indian communities collectively known as the 
Naga that are now part of he ethnographic collections of Museum in Europe. Warfare and bringing of head trophies were part of 
the life-cycle rituals and initiation process of gaining adulthood among the Naga communities of northeast India before the 
practice was banned by the British colonial officers and was given up by the Naga themselves when they converted to Baptist 
Christianity. The older monographs give details of the rituals associated with bringing of enemy head and the sacred ( as 
dangerous) status of the head trophies. The paper looks into how such artefacts , which simultaneously belong to a colonial and 
indigenous religious past, are categorized and handled in both permanent displays in museums and temporary exhibitions that 
have been held by European museums in the past two decades and the present discourse on exhibition of human remains . 

 

“The Church Organ” in Secularized Spaces 

Alexander Meszler 

Arizona State University, United States of America 

The organ, an instrument popularly associated with Christian worship, faces a crisis of purpose and identity as Christian spaces 
secularize. As the organ embodies meanings both as a musical instrument and as part of the gestalt of the buildings they inhabit, 
both meanings must be reassessed in transformed spaces, not only for the sake of preservation but also for continued use. 
Despite its immediacy, this reassessment is under-discussed in both public and scholarly discourse. 

I begin by citing examples of non-Christian uses of the organ throughout history. Calvinist theologians in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, advocated for the destruction of church organs in Dutch churches since instrumental music was not 
worthy of worship. Nevertheless, organs, a source of town prestige, were retained for concert use. Other examples include the 
organ as a status symbol in eighteenth-century German-speaking courts and the rise of concert instruments in nineteenth-century 
Paris. Next, I examine the use and condition of organs in closed churches today. Organs in places like the Orgelpark in 
Amsterdam thrive in newly secular contexts, hosting festivals, concerts, and competitions. Finally, I examine how society assigns 
(or fails to assign) new or recycled non-Christian meanings to the organ. France dedicates an entire division of the monuments 
historique to the organ which grants many instruments security for the future and allows for current public funding despite strict 
Laïcité laws. More meaningful impact, however, is made at the micro level through organizations like Toulouse les orgues which 
focuses on community engagement through education. 



The organ’s precarious situation is pervasive across the Western hemisphere. By recognizing more comprehensively the organ’s 
past and current place, I hope we can not only preserve the instruments but evolve to embrace a new, more democratic identity 
for an instrument that has accompanied European history since the eighth century.  

 
  



S088: Archaeologies of Religion – Temporal and Epistemological Disjunctions 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 106 

Session Chair: Peter Kahlke Olesen 

For the vast majority of human history no texts are available to shed light on religious phenomena. There is little doubt, 
however, that what we call religion played a central role in preliterate societies. Scholars have tried to approach prehistoric 

religion in various ways: by analogy with religions understood on the basis of texts, by attempting to read material culture like a 
language, text, or discourse, or by directing our attention towards the inherent properties of the material itself. This session will 
ask in what ways, sense, and contexts it is meaningful to talk about ‘archaeology of religion(s)’ and ‘prehistoric religion(s)’. Is 

‘religion’ a useful category for contexts without verbal material, or does it add nothing further to our understanding of the 
material and its context? 

Cultures before texts are separated from us by both temporal and epistemological divides. In what sense is it possible to bridge 
these? Fundamentally, can we say anything or nothing – or everything – about religion before texts? If the material itself is 

‘silent’, this creates a paradox in which texts are needed to interpret the material, but where the material cannot determine the 
appropriateness of the interpretation given. Alternatively, material culture and remains may say something, but not everything. 
If this is the case, can we understanding what they are saying and how? Can archaeologies of religion work the other way, and 

contribute to our understanding of religion based on texts? 
The session will focus especially on the material constitution, formulation, and recognition of dimensions of religious 

phenomena, such as rituals, myths, cults, and gods. Papers are welcome that theorize the relationship between religion and 
material culture; that explore definitions of religion and their basis relevant for the study of religion before texts; that consider 
the relationship between the material aspects of religion and our ability to talk meaningfully about religion before texts; that 
explore how archaeologies of religion can contribute to the understanding of religious phenomena derived from texts; how 

notions of time and change affect the study of prehistoric religion; and how terms and concepts like ‘prehistory’ influence our 
ability to talk about religion in non-verbal contexts. 

 

Form and Meaning in Scandinavian Rock Art: Images as Sources in the Archaeology of Religion 

Peter Kahlke Olesen 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

Images form one of the most commonly used types of material in archaeological studies of religion. However, there is little 
consensus on methodology in the use of images as sources for religion. Approaches range from structuralist, semiotic, and other 
text-based models to those focusing on sensory and material aspects of the image. The central problems concern the relationship 
between form and meaning in the constitution of the image, as well as our ability to speak about religious phenomena in non-
verbal sources. In order to explore how images can be used as sources in the study of religion, I will look at the complex 
relationships between form and meaning in comparative religion. This will form the methodological framework for my study of 
Scandinavian rock art. These images have a long history of religious interpretations, which largely suffer from an inadequate 
attention to form and its relationship to meaning. By looking at form rather than at individual motifs, I will argue that formal 
ambiguity, similarity, and combination say something about the semantics of the images. Further, I will argue that such 
meaningful forms can be understood through a comparative phenomenology of religion. The visual material thus forms a genuine 
source of knowledge about meaning in prehistoric religions, which along with the methodological considerations opens up new 
avenues in the archaeology of religion. 

 

South Saami pre-Christian religion – between prehistory and history 

Minerva Maaria Piha 

University of Turku, Finland 

I will ponder the prehistorical and historical features of the South Saami pre-Christian religion from multidisciplinary perspective. 
South Saami culture in central Scandinavia preserved its pre-Christian religious traditions long after the surrounding groups 
converted to Christianity. Therefore, contemporary research has access to etic descriptions of South Saami pre-Christian religion 
written by Swedish and Norwegian missionaries from 17th century as well as emic folklore and memoir material. However, the 
picture given by these sources is incomplete and may be reinforced by the methods and data of archaeology and historical 
lexicology. 

I will present what archaeological and lexical material tell about the South Saami pre-Christian religion: questions of origins and 
age of different religious phenomena will be discussed and compared to historical sources. I will also present the different nature 
of archaeological and lexical perspectives and their advantages and problems in shedding light on the history of pre-Christian 
religion. Ancient monuments of religious character reveal the material side of religion, while the etymological study of words may 
verify or sometimes annul the religious character of an ancient monument. In addition, words will shed light on abstract religious 
phenomena not seen in the archaeological material. 

The archaeological remains of the data date to 200–1800 CE, and the oldest lexical finds originate in the Proto-Uralic language 
form likely spoken in 4000–1500 BCE. The two datasets, archaeological and lexical, will be compared and correlated and 
considered also in relation to the historical sources about the South Saami pre-Christian religion. In the light of the historical 
sources, datasets and archaeological and etymological methods, I will draw a conclusion that South Saami pre-Christian religion 
has deep roots in prehistory, but it may also be regarded as a historical phenomenon. 

The presentation is based on my PhD project “Origins of pre-Christian South Saami religion”. 

 
  



S091: Contemporary Issues in Religion and Literature 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 227 

Session Chair: Meelis Friedenthal 

Westernized Versions of Islam and Clash of Generations in Arab Muslim Communities of the U.S.A.: 
Arab-American Biographical Novels as Case Studies 

Ingrīda Kleinhofa 

University of Latvia, Latvia 

As immigrants settle in a country, they necessarily adjust their lifestyle to the new environment to be accepted in the society, or, 
at least, to ensure peaceful coexistence with their neighbours and authorities. This is also true for Arab Muslim immigrants in the 
U.S.A., the majority of whom wish to preserve their religion which regulates all aspects of a believer’s life; however, even the 
most conservative people, who attempt to build segregated communities, are affected by traditions and beliefs which are 
prevalent in American society and spreading worldwide with the globalization. Many concepts and ideas are taught in school and 
considered unquestionable, for instance, the supremacy of democracy or the necessity of supporting human rights, scientific 
thinking, and religious freedom as formulated by the Western thought. In addition, the very idea of having a religion in the U.S.A. 
has been historically shaped by Christianity, in particular, the Protestant Church. For that reason, second-generation Arab 
American Muslims often have a version of their own religion that differs from the understanding of their parents and grandparents, 
which leads to conflicts between generations and misunderstandings during the visits to the Arab world. This study focuses on 
the descriptions of differences in understanding Islam and Islamic lifestyle between the second and the first generation of Arab 
Muslim immigrants in the U.S.A., as described in biographical and semi-biographical Arab-American novels such as Arabian 
Jazz (1993) by Diana Abu-Jaber, Nadia, Captive of Hope: Memoir of an Arab Woman (1999) by Fay Afaf Canafani, and The Girl 
in the Tangerine Scarf (2006) by Mohja Kahf. 

 

Atheist-Theist Dialogue in Novels as a Guide to Contemporary Atheist-Theist Dialogue 

Peter Admirand 

Dublin City University, Ireland 

The classic case of theist-atheist dialogue in literature is the unforgettable section in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The Brothers 
Karamazov in which brothers Ivan and Alyosha examine the meaning of the world, faith in God, and ethics in the context of 
senseless evil and suffering. Think also of the rabbinic tale in which a rabbi’s disciple became aware of a village atheist prepared 
and ready to challenge his master’s theistic beliefs. One day, the atheist burst into the rabbi’s study, glared at the rabbi, and 
prepared to deliver his arguments. After their eyes interlocked, the rabbi spoke one word: “Efshar, ‘Perhaps.’” The tension 
dissipated and they warmly embraced the other. Another well-known example is the dialogue between the Bishop (Charles-
Francois-Bienvenu Myriel) and the atheist in Hugo’s Les Misérables, culminating in the Bishop asking for the atheist’s blessing. 
One other is the discussion in Camus’ The Plague between Father Paneloux and Dr Rieux – especially on the question of why 
spend one’s life easing suffering when there is no God or afterlife. For the atheist Dr. Rieux the answer is an obvious one. From 
these iconic—and some lesser known examples—I will touch upon some key areas of overlap and divides in contemporary forms 
of atheist-theist debate (beyond anti-religion or anti-atheist rhetoric) and examine how these fictional, literary examples can 
inform, challenge, advance, and develop ongoing atheist-theist dialogue and partnership. At the core of many of these works is 
a deep realization of the magnitude of unjust suffering in our world (the problem of theodicy) but also the need for a search for 
(and testing of) meaning and truth, the need for community and solidarity, and the practical, universal call for compassion. 

 

Religion in East-African Travelogues – Narratives of Difference and Self-Affirmation 

Katharina Wilkens 

University of Munich, Germany 

The new railway lines being built on all continents at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century opened up venues 
of unprecedented mobility not only for European and US-American travellers but also for Indian business people, royal Ugandan 
emissaries or personal attendants from the East African Swahili coast. In my comparative analysis of several non-Western 
accounts of journeys on the Kenya-Uganda Railway and the Trans-Siberian Railway from the turn of the 20th century I find that 
anecdotes, explicit reflections and side remarks on the religious practices encountered abroad generally serve as self-affirmation 
of one’s own religion, be it Zoroastrianism, Sunni or Shia Islam or Anglican Christianity. The East African travellers 
wholeheartedly embrace the imperial expansion into unknown lands and follow Western patterns of cultural paternalism. 
Nevertheless, style and message are adapted to suit their own religions and cultures and they do so with pride and self-
assurance. The selection of travelogues written in Luganda, Gujarati and Kiswahili were translated into English between 1905 
and 1997 by European and American scholars wanting to make the texts available to Western audiences for educational 
purposes. Thus, the texts give invaluable insights both into the intercultural observations of the authors in a rapidly expanding 
world as well as into the appropriation of such texts as mirrors of manners and means of self-reflection. For example, a 
Zoroastrian business man renders the Luo in Kenya as “pure” and “incapable of lies” in comparison to “civilised” but decadent 
or corrupted Indian compatriots in 1902. The translator re-arranged the text so as to place these observations chronologically 
before scandalising accusations of cannibalism by the same author. Thus, narratives of “other religions” in the medium of 
travelogues serve as vehicle of continuity and appropriation in a world of bewildering strangeness. 

 
  



S093: Christian Churches and Contemporary Media 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 336 

Session Chair: Anne Kull 

Churches' communication in social media in crisis situations 

Monika Przybysz 

Cardinal Stephan Wyszynski University in Warsaw, Poland 

The traditional model of communication in the context of a crisis situation has changed. The model functioning until recently, 
based on professional media, consisted mainly in reaching mainstream media, “information bottlenecks” and following them in 
subsequent stages. Information about the problem resonated to the main media and then to the general public. However, for 
nearly 10 years, due to the existence of social media, the crisis management model has been professionally based on media 
monitoring, reaching the majority of entities which resonate the information about the event as soon as possible and performing 
many communication activities at the same time. 

Incidents are often triggered by a single Internet user and spread rapidly to professional media as well as through independent 
channels at the same time. In Google search engine and microblogs there is both true and false information (fake news). 
Companies and institutions are forced to take action in the field of fact checking. Such mixed information reaches further 
audiences, creating a problem in distinguishing them. The reliability of information and trust in entities communicating in a crisis 
is declining more and more strongly. 

Opinion leaders and influencers also play an important role in the spread of crises. Church institutions of various denominations 
also face this mechanism of information circulation. Often church institutions wait quite a long time before they initiate 
communication to prevent the escalation of the crisis. It is still the custom of many church institutions to use the “Church mills 
grind slowly” principle. 

The paper will be devoted to the principles of communication of Church institutions in crisis situations in the model of public 
relations and creating the image of Churches in the context of various scandals. The paper will show the ways of engaging 
(entanglements of digital media) digital media in solving image crises of churches. 

 

Forgive and/or Forget? The case of the Tuam babies and the Catholic crisis of credibility in the Irish 
media 

Alexandra Bergholm 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

In May 2014, an article published by a local historian raised the issue of the deaths of nearly 800 babies and young children 
between 1925 and 1961 at The Bon Secours Mother and Baby Home in Tuam, County Galway, Ireland. Initial news coverage 
focused especially on the allegations that the remains had been buried in a septic tank located at the site, causing widespread 
outrage at the ‘dumping’ of the bodies in an unmarked ‘mass grave’. As the Home was maintained by a Catholic religious order, 
much of the controversy has centred on the issue of ‘endemic’ abuse within Church-run institutions as previously documented 
in the Ferns report in 2005 and the Ryan and Murphy report in 2009. This paper presents an overview and preliminary analysis 
of the responses to the case in the Irish media by examining the various discursive strategies by which different stakeholders 
have sought to define the role of the Catholic Church in the scandal. The case study forms part of a wider research project, still 
in its early stages, which aims to explore the effects of the Church’s ongoing crisis of credibility on Irish Catholic identities. 

 
  



S100: Comparative Studies in Christian and Apocalyptic Traditions 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 232 

Session Chair: Jaan Lahe 

Repentance and Forgiveness in perspective: Continuity and Discontinuity from Enoch to Jesus 

Daniele Minisini 

Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 

The paper, starting from the observation of the poorly studied relationship between the Book of Parables (1 Enoch 37-71) and 
the writings of the Christian origins, aims to analyze the influence that Enochic literature had on the synoptic tradition, 
concentrating above all on the ideas of Final Judgment, repentance and forgiveness of sins. The paper shows how much, and 
how, chapter 50 of the Book of Parables may have been able to shape the idea of repentance as we find it in the synoptic 
gospels. Starting from the analysis of the figure of John the Baptist, who invites the people of Israel to repentance, the article 
shows how the synoptics transfer many of the characteristics typical of the Son of Man, as presented in the Book of Parables, to 
the Jesus, rearranging them in an original way, especially regarding the forgiveness of sins. 

 

The Last Roman Emperor and the Mahdī 

Hadi Taghavi, Ehsan Roohi, Hadi Sabouhi 

University of California, Irvine 

The religious context of the Late Antique and early Islamic Near East was charged with deep apocalyptic sentiments culminating 
in the belief in the imminent appearance of a divinely-guided redeemer. The Last Roman Emperor and the Mahdī were, in the 
eyes of the members of two adjacent confessional milieus viz., Muslims and Christians, the fulfiller of these aspirations, a 
righteous monarch who would restore faith in God and bring justice and prosperity to distraught nations of the world. 

Motivated by the occurrence of certain parallels in the Islamic and Christian apocalyptic heritage, the comparative analysis of 
the messianic thoughts of these Near Eastern religions has been the subject of certain scholarly endeavours. The present essay 
deals the trajectory of these messianic notions’ development, the issue addressed by Kraft which he rather tentatively asserts to 
have been dominantly influenced by the inter-confessional dialectics. The point one may call into question is the extent to which 
these apocalyptic expectations may have been fashioned by virtue of inter-religious polemics. This is not, however, to say that 
the polemic played an unimportant part, but there are other, subtler points that should likewise be taken into consideration. We 
shall scrutinize then certain aspects of Muslim and Christians messianism which might not have grounded in inter-religious 
polemics. Aside from the occurrence of the “utopian” Mahdī (b. Fātima) in the Baḥīrā Legend, mention will be made of the Shī’ī 
messianism that adopts a quite pacifying attitude towards Christianity, at least vis-à-vis its Sunnī counterpart. 

 
  



S106: Conceptual and Methodological Studies on Buddhism 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 214 

Session Chair: Margus Ott 

Conception of absolute and provisional truths in the Chan tradition of Chinese Buddhism 

Mario Poceski 

University of Florida, United States of America 

The paper explores some of the key philosophical reflections on the nature of reality that were formulated within the Chan (Zen) 
tradition of Chinese Buddhism, and their impact on the construction of specific soteriological templates. It contends that central 
Buddhist ideas, such as emptiness, skillful means, detachment, and ineffability exerted significant influences on the ways in 
which Chan monks understood the tradition, fashioned their identity, and situated themselves within the overall milieu of Chinese 
Buddhism. There was a general tendency within Chan circles to view all doctrinal templates and soteriological systems as 
provisional constructs devoid of substance or self-nature, whose main function is to point or orient towards a higher level of 
reality that cannot be captured by conceptual thought or religious dogma. Accordingly, Chan teachings purportedly not only 
challenged established values and conventional ways of thinking, but also pointed towards their own provisional (or unreal) 
nature. Such approach to truth, from absolute and conventional perspectives, points to a subtle but pragmatic understanding of 
spiritual doctrines, beliefs, and practices. Ultimately, they are ostensibly meant to provide practical tools for attuning practitioners 
towards a more enlightened mode of being or understanding, rather than serving as metaphysical blueprints of experiential reality 
or templates for organizing social life.  

 

Buddhist meditation, flow, and ritual 

Johannes Bronkhorst 

University of Lausanne, Switzerland 

The psychological study of the state of mind called flow has given rise to a theory meant to explain altered states of 
consciousness in general: the "transient hypofrontality hypothesis". The present paper uses, then adapts, this theory to study 
and analyse part of the Buddhist path to liberation as presented in its ancient canon. A surprising result of this study is that it 
throws new light on ritualized behaviour in many if not all of its manifestations. 

 
  



S111: Comparative Studies on Pilgrimage 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Senate Hall 

Session Chair: Marion Irene Bowman 

Constructing a Sacred Landscape of Memories in Pilgrimage 

Teemu T. Mantsinen 

University of Turku, Finland 

In this presentation I will discuss how pilgrims are constructing history and meanings through actions of finding and marking 
sacred sites, traces of sacred, in a social setting of Orthodox pilgrimage near and in Finnish-Russian border zone. The 
presentation is based on my ethnographic fieldwork and forthcoming article. In summer 2016 I observed and participated in three 
consecutive religious processions in Karelia, eastern Finland. The concluding procession crosses the border of Finland and 
Russia, giving access to a former town center of Korpiselkä, its church and cemeteries. Although formally a religious procession, 
also other travelers are joined in, with motives of heritage pilgrimage. Since access to the old town is lost, this is only way to visit 
these sacred sites. Through the journey participants seek points of meaning and share stories and emotions of their heritage 
and local and national history. By mapping sites and attaching meanings to them, these pilgrims create an imagined otherness, 
sacred landscape and history. 

 

Dynamics of Pilgrimages in East-Transylvania: Religious and/or Political? 

Bulcsú Hoppál 

National University of Public Service, Hungarian Association for the Academic Study of Religions 

The Pentecostal pilgrimage in Csiksomlyo, East-Transylvania (present day Romania) has become a religious hotspot for the 
Catholics of the neighboring countries. This pilgrimage is centered around the honor of the famous Mary Virgin statue - more 
than 500 years. In the recent years however a new phenomenon has emerged. On the second day of the Pentecost many 
pilgrims travel to Gyimes region to practice - as they say - a "second pilgrimage". This phenomenon in its roots, practice and 
structure is radically different from traditional Pentecostal pilgrimages. In the Gyimes region there has formed a politically 
institutionalized, ethnicized, new religious phenomenon in the past ten years. 

My paper will be based on my field-work research conducted in the area. I will address however methodological issues: whether 
we can identify this new phenomenon simply as religious or political, or both? 

 
  



S112: Continuations and Disruptions in Judaism 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 111 

Session Chair: Urmas Nõmmik 

Disruption and Continuation within the Multifaceted Judaism and Jewish Community in Hungary 

Abraham Kovacs 

Hungarian Association for the Study of Religion, Hungary 

Jewish people migrated to Hungary during the nineteenth century from Slavic and German speaking areas due to the welcoming 
attitude of the country at that time which is characterized best as liberal patriotism. The issues of what it means to be a true 
adherent of Judaism, and/or what it means to be a Jew were highly debated by the Jewish community as well as the Hungarians. 
Leaving the religious community behind, or opting for another worldview was often perceived an apostasy by the religious-ethnic 
community, whereas others argued differently that the shift of religious adherence, or acceptance of a secular worldview did not 
mean for the individual to cease to be a Jew. 

This paper investigates, or rather presents shortly several selected cases of famous Hungarian Jews (George Lichtenstein, Israel 
Saphir and Arthur Koestler) who for various reasons became Christians, or remained followers of Judaism while some held onto 
quasi-religions such as nationalism, messianic forms of Christianity or Marxism. The main question remains whether the 
individuals represented disruptions or continuations of their own faith and ethnic communities in a new social, political and 
religious environment where the change took place. The paper investigates the various responses and attempts to place them 
into a theoretical framework. 

 

Jewish “Natione” in early modern Venice, rather as a religious confraternity than as a foreign 
association 

Mina Lee 

University of Tokyo, Japan 

In early decades of the 17th century, the Jewish community in Venice was often suspected that their own laws might violate the 
Republican authority, making their “state in state,” because they had their own laws and committees, regulating their members 
not only in the religious field but on civic matters, under the severe punishments, without permissions of the Republic. As a 
response to these doubts, Fulgenzio Micanzio concluded in his report that their communal system and laws were not threats for 
the Republic, after censoring their communal rules.  
It seems that Micanzio treated all of the Jewish legal systems as totally religious; answering the problem that Jews owned there 
committee without Republican permission, Micanzio called this system “rites” and emphasized that these rituals concerned only 
with the torah, not civil or criminal matters, despite some Republican officer problematized that Jewish “rites” could refer to both 
rituals in synagogues and legal operations.  
In addition, Micanzio shut the communal control in the spiritual field, clearly dividing from the temporal field, prohibiting to violate 
this border each other. According to him, the Jewish autonomy didn’t have any power on temporal world, because it was based 
on the punishment of ex-communication, which worked only spiritually and had no effect on whom didn’t have faith of Judaism. 
Furthermore, he claimed that the Republic must not interfere in this “rites,” the Jewish autonomy, just as it couldn’t interfere in 
the laws of Christian confraternities or churches. Conversely, the Jewish community as well as the Christian ones couldn’t violate 
the boundary into the temporal, Republican matters.  
Thus, Micanzio theorized that the Jewish community was legally same as Christian confraternities, equipping only spiritual rituals 
of communal systems, throwing it out of the temporal society, modifying it more religious than political. 

 
  



S122: Comparative Perspectives on Public and Sacred Spaces 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 128 

Session Chair: Kikee D. Bhutia 

A Cross in the Most Sacred Place of the Inca Palace in Cuzco: one Interpretation to the Garcilaso´s 
Chronicle 

Tarmo Kulmar 

University of Tartu,, Estonia 

The main book of the Inca Garcilaso de la Vega's "Comentarios Reales de los Incas", one of the most important chronicles in 
the Peruvian conquest era, says that in the most sacred place of the Inca Palace in Cuzco was a stone cross (see Libro II, 
Capitulo III). 

Garcílaso thinks that this is evidence of a Christian mission in ancient times, and later there has been a relapse into paganism. 
It was considered, too, that the cross with equal branches protected people against evil spirits, or that it was the symbol of the 
Sun - as the main god of the Incas. 

The author of this paper thinks that the cross with equal length branches is a reflection of the cosmic vision of the Incas. It is also 
in line with the Inca Empire called Tahuantinsuyu, or Four Quarters. The meaning of Tahuantinsuyu for the Incas was the center 
of the world, so the place where is the civilization. Although the Inca Empire has been lost for nearly five centuries, the ancient 
worldview has survived in today's Quechua, the descendants of the Incas. 

 

Şehitlik Mosque and Muslim Cemetery at Columbiadamm Street: Islam in Public Space 

Martin Klapetek 

University of South Bohemia in České Budějovice Faculty of Theology, Czech Republic 

The issue of creating spaces dedicated to religious activities and that of the establishment of particular departments for Muslims 
at public cemeteries might be viewed as a single one. While researching mosques, one needs to accent the multi-functionality 
of the buildings. The final shape of the interior and the exterior of the buildings can be understood as a result of internal and 
external influences. In the case of the establishment of cemetery fields, the examination of the processes of expert solutions is 
relevant. In both issues the natural need of community organisation is displayed. Furthermore, the long-term construction of 
“otherness” in the European public space is in question. The discipline of Comparative Religious studies retains the possibilities 
to analyse the results of the research of Muslim communities and compare them with other examples (e. g. Jewish communities, 
small Christian churches or new religious movements). Thus issues concerning Islam can become a part of the wider discourse 
concerning secularisation and the deprivatisation of religion in Europe. 

 

Islamisation of a Muslim Country: the Case of Indonesia 

Leons Taivans 

University of Latvia, Latvia 

Indonesia is a secular democratic country with strong Islamic influences. Political parties favouring the Islamic nation have never 
been able to gain the majority of the popular vote throughout the political history of the country. The obvious reason of this is the 
variety of Islam practiced there. Islam in Indonesia has gradually spread through Arab Muslim traders’ merchant activities. As a 
new faith it was adopted by local rulers. The rich history of Indonesian Buddhism and Hinduism, the local mystical traditions have 
merged with Islam into a specific variety of religion. 

There are three versions of Islam; "modernism" which adheres to Middle East orthodoxy (santri), and "traditionalism" which 
follows the syncretic interpretations of local religious leaders and religious teachers (abangan). There is also a presence of 
Indonesian mysical form of Islam known as kebatinan. 

The process of unification has had its impact on Indonesian Islam which - in a slow pace - is losing its variety. This should be 
regarded as a logical development within the historically long process of Islamization in the country. On the other hand - the 
Islamization of Muslim Indonesia is greately changing the traditionally tolerant social surroundings. 

In recent years, media - both national and international - have often reported on attacks on minority religions in Indonesia. It is 
worrying that on 9 May 2017, Indonesian politician Basuki Tjahaja Purnama has been sentenced to two years in prison after 
being found guilty of committing a criminal act of blasphemy. The president of Indonesia Joko Vidodo had to choose as his 
running mate for the general election 1919 the head of the major Muslim organization Ma’ruf Amin. Thus the process of 
Islamization in Indonesia threatens the secular political tradition of Indonesia. 

 
  



S125: Possibilities and Perspectives in the Study of Religion 
Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 109 

Session Chair: James Matthew White 

New World Order and the Last Judgement; Religious aspects of contemporary conspiracy theories 

Alfredas Buiko1,2 
1Vilnius University, Lithuania; 2Lithuanian Society for the Study of Religions 

Conspiracy theories have become a part of mainstream media - not only they are widely popular and permeate the internet, 
almost every person has one or more aquitances who subscribe to some conspiracy theories. However, these narratives were 
ussually researched either as political or psychological phenomena, ignoring their religious elements. The purpose of this paper 
is to show that certain ideas in contemporary conspiracy theories are derived from religious roots, specifically, demonology and 
eschatology of Abrahamic religions. The analysis of extremely popular "New World Order" conspiracy theory group can show 
both overt and covert religious aspects of these narratives, such as the figure of Antichrist, the global "kingdom of the devil", the 
"mark of the Beast", and the invisible and evil forces secretly controlling the world. Furthermore, the existance of these religious 
aspects may also explain the links between conspiracy theories and anti-semitism.  

 

Metadata and indexing in RelBib, the bibliography of the study of religion 

Gabriele Zeller, Mareike Heinritz 

Universitätsbibliothek Tübingen, Germany 

RelBib, the bibliography for the study of religions, offers scholars of religions and related studies access to more than 390,000 
titles ranging from monographs, journal articles, websites and even research data, in multiple media types. A considerable part 
of the indexed titles can be accessed openly and directly. In previous presentations, we focussed on the handling of the database 
from the user’s side. Now that the bibliography is increasingly being used by scholars, we want to enhance the understanding of 
how we handle the metadata and how it is possible to participate as a researcher/editor. 

Metadata can nowadays often be harvested in a semi or even fully automated process. One such process, implemented with 
the open source reference management software Zotero, has been in use for quite some time and with great success in our 
project. In contrast to the previous manual typing of bibliographic data, we can thus enter an enormous amount of references 
into the database within a short time. 

In order to maintain a high-quality bibliography, subject headings (authority data) and classes are indispensable, allowing 
scholars to obtain precise search results. So far, these have been provided by library staff with a scholarly background related 
to the study of religions. However, the sheer mass of harvested metadata requires a new approach when it comes to the topic 
of indexing. One approach is the development of a (semi-)automated method of subject indexing. Another initially easier and 
faster approach might be crowdsourcing. We will present possibilities of how the community of interested scholars and editors 
can participate in the RelBib indexing, while themselves profiting from a higher visibility of their publications. 

 
  



Keynote 3: David Thurfjell – On Secularity, Muslim Immigrants and the Post-
Lutheran Mindset 

Time: Wednesday, 26/Jun/2019: 4:30pm - 5:45pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Assembly Hall 
Session Chair: Atko Remmel 

On Secularity, Muslim Immigrants and the Post-Lutheran Mindset 

David Thurfjell 

Södertörn University, Sweden 

Over the last couple of decades, the religious map of northern Europe has been redrawn. In Scandinavia, people previously 
formed by Lutheran state-church systems have today become among the most secular in the world, at least in their own self-
understanding. At the same time, demographic changes brought about by immigration have pushed these countries in an 
opposite direction, making them multi-religious in an unprecedented way. Sweden is perhaps the most striking example. 
According to some estimations this country is on the verge of becoming one of Europe’s most secular and the continent’s most 
multi-religious country at the same time. In this lecture, David Thurfjell analyses the discursive dynamics of these transformations. 
Based on analyses of interviews and survey-data, the lecture asks what happens when a post-Lutheran majority population with 
a secular self-image is set to deal with an increasingly visible presence of religiously defined minorities? What impact does the 
denominational background of the majority population have? How is the Muslim identity of Middle Eastern immigrants construed 
in this situation? And what role does “religion” – as a concept and a category – play? 

 
  



S001D: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised 
Religions: Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters IV 

Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 212 
Session Chair: Lidia Julianna Guzy 

For religious studies margins always have a methodological value, as it is “at the margins truth reveals itself” (Brody 2018). At 
the margins of institutionalised religions sociocultural continuities, ruptures and hybrid answers emerge as local and vernacular 
responses. This marginal sphere of beliefs, rituals and other practices is never completely controlled by religious authorities or 

scriptural traditions. Lacking a comprehensive doctrinal foundation it has often been trivialised and contested as a realm of 
irrational superstitions and overlooked as “folk religion”, “little tradition” or “residual beliefs”. Tensions between the institutionally 

prescribed norms and “lived” aspects of religion reveal the incongruities and gaps in religious traditions. 
This panel will deal with the continuities of cultural idioms, metaphors and narratives of insecurities and life crises in Asia, Latin 
America, Europe and other regions, where institutional and indigenous religions have co-existed in contact and conflict. On the 

one hand discrepant belief systems and diverse ritual strategies make up a vast resource for dealing with crises, calamities 
and tragedies of life and conceptualising them, on the other hand co-existing but contradictory knowledge systems generate a 

sense of suspense and uncertainty. This is often expressed in experience narratives and other genres that apply traditional 
interpretive frameworks on discussing major social and political turns but also personal crises. Such periods of transformations 

and uncertainties have been characterised as liminal (see Horvath, Thomassen, Wydra 2018). In addition to ritual contexts, 
liminality has also been connected with “conditions of irrationality” and with “lived experience”, which transforms human beings 

(ibid. 2). 
The panel calls for papers that would address the belief related storyrealm and everyday life in religious traditions that is 

charged with dangerous and incomprehensible powers – of ghosts, spirits, demonic deities, witches and other perilous agents 
– that both generate insecurity and offer an interpretive framework for conceptualising it. 

 

Do (Ideas about) the Dead Persist? A Case Study in Eastern Gujarat 

Gregory D. Alles 

McDaniel College, United States of America 

Death is perhaps the quintessentially marginal situation – the quintessential threat to the human person, the quintessential source 
of threatening persons, human and other-than-human. Resistance to death is often framed in terms of questions of persistence. 
Does life persist after death, whether in another world or another person? How can we honor the deceased, so that the memories 
of their persons and deeds persist? This paper addresses the persistence of the dead from a different angle: in a context of non-
institutionalized, non-formalized religious practice that is undergoing major change in connection with the introduction of rapid 
means of travel, contemporary means of communication, formal education, biomedical treatment, a market economy, 
incorporation into a state or nation with its attendant party politics and legal system, and the introduction of formal religious 
institutions and their practices, to what extent do ideas about and practices related to the dead persist, and to what extent do 
they change? The Rathvas, an adivasi (indigenous) people living in eastern central Gujarat, provide an opportunity to explore 
this question. In the 1960s Josef Haekel, chair of anthropology at the University of Vienna, conducted careful fieldwork among 
the Rathvas in conjunction with a younger assistant, Engelbert Stiglmayr. Their efforts resulted in publications that carefully 
recorded their observations, refraining from excessive generalizing and preserving the diversity of what they heard, saw, and 
participated in, including practices and beliefs about the dead. In the time since Rathva life has undergone rapid and far-reaching 
changes. As one might expect, an examination of current beliefs and practices relating to the dead in the area where Haekel and 
Stiglmayr worked reveals both continuations and disruptions ‒ or perhaps it does not, because of the methodological difficulties 
presented both by the diversity of ideas and practices and by interpretative differences, then and now. 

 

The dead, ancestors and ghosts: Photography on the margins 

Uwe Skoda 

Aarhus Universitet, Denmark 

The paper looks at various connections between death, arguably the most intense life crisis, and photography. It presents 
empirical material from eastern India (Odisha, Jharkhand and West Bengal), but also from the North (Uttar Pradesh) and 
Northeast India (Meghalaya and Mizoram) in a cross-regional, cross-religious perspective on this rather neglected nexus in India. 
It is argued that photographic practices and preferences for certain images taken in a more or less formalized way during the 
liminal period following death, differ considerably in India – reflecting local, regional or community-specific ideas and taboos 
around the visibility and invisibility of the corpse. While post-mortem photography enjoys a noticeable popularity in some areas, 
in others various constraints around the image-making process are imposed and the visibility and photographability of the corpse 
is more limited. Such restrictions, it is further argued, are intimately linked to insecurities around photographs of the dead who in 
some cases may be successfully transformed – also mirrored in photos - into esteemed ancestors, but are rather considered as 
ghosts in other cases. These insecurities of making and perhaps even more so of dealing with such photos later on, it is proposed, 
may actually arise out of a tension between the indexical quality of the photograph, i.e. the close connection with the referent, 
and the freezing of an otherwise transient, liminal state. 

 

Continuation and disruption in indigenous folklore: a case study on shamanism of Kuttia Kondhs 
(Odisha – India) 

Stefano Beggiora 

University Ca' Foscari of Venice, Italy 

The present paper aims to draw an overview of the traditional religion of the Kuttia Kondhs, a small indigenous group of the 
Khandmal district in the state of Odisha (India). Classified as Scheduled Tribe, the Kuttia Kondhs have always been a minority 
marginalized by local institutions and too often forgotten by development plans and national welfare, alongside with many other 
local ethnic communities. Although in the last few decades there have been important linguistic studies - concerning also material 
and immaterial local culture - aiming to underline the importance of Kondh folklore in an inclusive perspective of the Odiya (and 



generally speaking, Indian) traditions, the whole district of Kandhmal has been recently affected by dramatic social events 
involving also tribal peoples. Vernacular stories of ghosts, spirits, demonic deities, witches etc. seem actually to reveal inter-
religious tensions, the difficulty of coping with modernity, and the violation of rights on the ancestral forest and a general fear of 
losing an ancient bond with the territory. 

 

Welcomed and unwanted: uncertainty in spirit-possession practice. Cases of Manasa worship in North 
Bengal and Assam, India 

Svetlana Ryzhakova 

Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Russian Academy of Science, Russian Federation 

Possession caused by deities and spirits, spontaneous or enacted, play significant role in rituals and rites of local and often 
marginal religious practices in India. Two mechanisms, exorcism and adorcism, deal with the invisible visitors of human bodies. 
Usually they are community and/or place-specific. Yet some features could be pointed as to be common for the whole india, and 
one of them seems to be a certain relation of snake worship to spirit-possession practice. The story of Manasa (Bishohori, 
Padma, etc.) is one of the best examples of charging with dangerous divine power, which generates insecurity and uncertainty, 
but at the same time rewards adepts by wonderful abilities. Manasa is a very important goddess for the both caste Hindus of 
Bengal and Assam, and – and may be even more - for some local Tibeto-Burman groups, Bodo Kachari in particular, and for the 
community of Rajbansis. According to a myth, Manasa is a snake and a marginal daughter of Shiva; her life-story is a struggle 
for an overcoming of her marginality, justification of her divine status and establishing (often violently) connection with devotees. 
Fluid border between deities, witches and human beings is an essential part of her both myth and cult. Being a tantric deity, 
Manasa has an extremely ambivalent character; according to the narratives and ritualistic practice she at the same time is 
welcomed and unwanted. This paper is based on my ethnographic fieldwork conducted in rural places of Jalpaiguri, Koch-Behar, 
Goalpara and Darrang districts of West Bengal and Assam, India, among Rajbansis, Bodo Kachari and Assamees. The details 
of Bishohori puja, Behula natch and storytelling by Monosha gidal and in a form of suknani ojapalli (with dance and trance of 
deodhani) will unfold a peculiar local knowledge system, directly aimed to overcoming and transformation of mundane life crises.  

 
  



S002B: Religion and Secret Police Archives 2 – Representations and 
Transformations of the Religious Underground 

Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 307 
Session Chair: James A. Kapalo 

This panel, which is based on ongoing research for the European Research Council project Hidden Galleries: Creative Agency 
and Religious Minorities in the Secret Police Archives in Central and Eastern Europe(Project no. 677355), explores the impact 
on religious minority communities of repressive measures deployed by the communist regimes of Central and Eastern Europe. 

The papers in this panel explore various aspects of the presence of religious groups within secret police archives in Central 
and Eastern Europe drawing attention to the complex relationship between the secret police’s methods and practices of 

representation and the agency and self-representation of religious communities. 

 

Religious and political identities in Soviet secret archives: (self) representations of Inochentists in police 
files 

Dumitru Lisnic 

University College Cork, Ireland 

In this paper, I will explore representations of the Inochentist identities in the Soviet secret police archives. Inochentism is a 
religious movement that emerged in Moldovan countryside in the early twentieth century, and was perceived by the Communist 
regime as an anti-Soviet sect. The secret police arrested numerous Inochentist leaders and compiled a large number of case 
files that contain textual and visual materials created or confiscated by the police officers. It is possible to read these files through 
a number of lenses. This paper explores aspects of the vernacular worldviews and beliefs of Inochentists, the regime’s ideological 
understanding of the religious phenomena, as well as a complex of social, political and economic relations. The image of 
Inochentism created by the state agencies were influenced by the colonial nature of the Soviet regime in non-Slavic territories, 
as well as by a prerevolutionary orientalized image of Moldovan peasant. 

I will present several examples of archival files created by the Soviet secret police in post-war Soviet Moldavia in which we 
encounter Inochentist self-representations and the “imagined” Inochentism constructed by the police officers that was necessary 
to validate and legitimize their anti-sectarian operations. An important component of the secret police construction of Inochentism 
involved the selection, decontextualization and transformation of aspects of material religion into incriminatory evidence. 

 

Life of Agents: The Soviet Secret Police as a Source of Religious Reproduction 

Tatiana Vagramenko 

University College Cork, Ireland 

Based on newly opened files of the Soviet secret services in Ukrainian archives, the paper addresses one of the most sensitive 
issues in the Soviet history of religion – the role of secret police agents who informed on religious communities from the inside. 
The issue of informers is much discussed in the context of lustration and transitional justice in post-socialist countries, oftentimes 
bringing painful agitation, debates and mutual accusations of betrayal. Recently declassified materials of the Soviet-era secret 
services can compromise religious groups who survived repression and had underground experience in the Soviet period, as 
many religious leaders and ordinary believers turned out to be secret agents and collaborators. Who were they and why they did 
it? Were they perfidious traitors or victims of intimidation? This paper does not answer these question as it aims to challenge the 
dominant victim-traitor discourse. It discusses the role of inside informers in both the development of religious underground 
movements and secret police surveillance. It examines multiple forms of resilience of religious communities and their unseen 
forms of agency within the context of surveillance. 

Drawing on the history of one secret police project called “Jehovist False Regional Bureau” from the 1950s, the author discusses 
how religious communities creatively challenged the surveillance system while being forced to collaborate with the secret police. 
The paper argues that, while interfering with the internal life and leadership of a particular religious organization, the secret police, 
at some point, acted as a source of religious reproduction. And it was the agents’ network that facilitated the production of 
religious knowledge and its circulation between underground local religious communities, when no other ways of communication 
were possible. 

 

Material religion in the Hungarian Secret Police Archives 

Kinga Povedák 

University College Cork, Ireland 

In Eastern Europe, a major disruption of religious traditions was experienced due to the forced compliance with the anti-church 
agenda of state authorities. In this paper, I present my research carried out in the Historical Archives of the Hungarian State 
Security (ÁBTL) and illustrate how both textual and visual archival sources can give us new insights of the material aspects of 
religious life during communism. I emphasize the alternative uses of secret police archival documents by looking at aspects of 
materiality based on neglected set of documents from ÁBTL (such as letters, images, holy cards, handwritten prayers and 
religious samizdat materials) that have received scant academic attention thus far. My case studies showcase confiscated 
images and writings of clandestine religious communities. Through the confiscated spiritual writings created by persecuted 
religious communities we get a sense how these religious writings were produced, spread, smuggled and kept in secret. The 
confiscated images found in the secret police files inform us of some of the survival strategies and clandestine rituals of the 
persecuted religious communities. By looking at the material religious dimension of archival documents, I make sense of religious 
creativity at the local level as a strategy for coping with the forced disruption of religious traditions.  

 

The Hidden Galleries Digital Database: A new resource for researching the religious underground 

James A. Kapalo 

Hidden Galleries ERC Project, UCC, Ireland 



Through the presentation of examples drawn from Hidden Galleries Digital Database, this paper explores photographic 
representations of the religious underground in Secret Police archives in Central and Eastern Europe. From the perspective of 
the study of religions, the archives of the secret police are different from other archives. Historically, state and official religious 
institutions have, through their archival practices, attempted to establish their own authority by archiving that which they deemed 
worthy of preserving in the aim determining how future generations would understand their past. The secret police archives, on 
the other hand have preserved that which states and churches judged as “unworthy.” Paradoxically, groups that most archives 
systematically excluded such as religious dissenters and troublesome rebels, have been systematically and laboriously 
documented by the secret police. In their attempts to incriminate and delete certain religious groups, they preserved valuable 
visual and material traces of otherwise invisible clandestine or underground communities. The Secret Police archives in Romania 
and the Republic of Moldova constitute a hidden repository of confiscated religious materials and photographs, which often sit 
alongside photographic images created by the secret police in the course of their investigations into criminal religious activities. 
These archives, therefore, represent an important resource for understanding both how religious communities chose to represent 
themselves and how the totalitarian system created images of religious others in order to incriminate and produce anti-religious 
propaganda. The examples presented in this paper illustrate the dual character of the photographic record in the archives as 
both religious justification and incrimination. 

 
  



S006: Material Representations of Belief: Objects and Wealth in Chinese 
Religious Traditions 

Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 114 
Session Chair: Alevtina Solovyova 

This panel looks at the material representations of beliefs in contemporary Chinese religious practices. In this panel, we 
combine different examples and cases concerning various forms of «material», including real objects (altars, statues, ritual 
objects, talismans), as well as images and ideas of objects, and the concept of wealth. Researching papers of this panel 

discuss different cases of origin, evolution and transformation, according to the time and changing conditions, variations in 
different regional and local traditions concerning material representations and concepts of material, their meanings and 

functions in contemporary Chinese culture. This panel will discuss cases concerning the culture of street altars in Macao; the 
images (material and discursive) of one of the popular characters in Chinese culture, the Filial son, and his wealth-bringing 

functions in contemporary Macao; the practice of Temple fairs, problems and challenges it represents in contemporary Hebei; 
the contemporary market for magic and transformation of Taoist Talisman Rituals. 

Papers of this panel based on written Chinese sources and ethnographic data collected indifferent parts of China, the paper 
explores different perceptions and meanings of objects as representations of beliefs, their evolution and new life in 

contemporary Chinese societies. 

 

Street altars in contemporary Macao: typology, meanings and functions 

Alevtina Solovyova 

Tartu University, Estonia 

My report introduces result of the field work research, conducted by me together with my colleague, Olga Mazo, in 2016 in 
Macao. It touches a number of questions, such as Chinese traditional beliefs and ritual practices in modern urban space, 
peculiarity of local traditions represented in Macao, everyday beliefs and religiosity, together with it’s social dimension, material 
culture in religious manifestations and others.  

The tradition of street altars is very popular in contemporary Macao and involve people of different age, professions, social and 
economic status. Altars have district distribution, different types and meanings connected to it. Altars contain a variety of 
characters, some of them are common for the whole Chinese folk tradition, some came from the local and contact cultures. There 
is a group of characters, which is common for different types of altars, the most important of them are spirits of the earth 
(tudishen), the deity of wealth (caoshen) and the legendary stone Shigandang. In my report, I shall analyze and discuss images, 
meanings and functions of these and some other characters, in their connection with the contemporary ritual practices, narrative 
traditions and materials representations of religious.  

The research is based on audio and photo materials, collected during field work, and published Chinese sources. 

 

The cult of Filial son - the God of Wealth in contemporary Macao 

Olga Mazo1,2 
1Russian State University for the Humanities; 2National Research University Higher School of Economics, Russian Federation 

The concept of filial piety is one of the most important virtues in Chinese society. The story of Din Lan (丁兰), who made the 

statues of his parents after their death and worshipped them as if they were alive, was already popular in China during the Han 

period. Later his story was included into ‘The Twenty-four Filial Exemplars’ (二十四孝). However, before his mother’s death he 

was famous for his unfilial behavior. This story was also very popular, e.g. in Fujian, Taiwan, Macao, Malaysia etc. 

In Macao Ding Lan is worshipped as the God of Wealth and is called the Filial Son the God of Wealth (孝子财神). His appearance 

has a lot of features common with another God of Wealth - Bai Wuchang (白无常) or White Impermanence. This paper will 

discuss possible reasons and mechanisms of transforming the Filial Son into the God of Wealth, how the appearance of two 
gods influenced on each other and the characteristics of the Filial Son cult in contemporary Macao. 

 

Temple fairs in contemporary Hebei: problems and challenges 

Aglaya Starostina 

Russian State University for Humanities, Russian Federation 

The culture of temple fairs in North China was one of the popular topics of scholarly interest in the XXth and XXIst centuries. 
Here will be discussed some problems of temple fairs held in Beijing, Tianjin and Hebei. Temple fairs have been crucial events 
in the life of a Chinese temple for centuries. They often can be looked at as such in the lives of the nearby villages. The revival 
of religion in China can be perceived through their fate. The phenomenon of the temple fair itself is rather fragile, given that they 
were almost destroyed during the 40 years. Nowadays, they can be closed abruptly by local authorities, for example, under the 
pretext of fire protection. On the other hand, they often are subject to secularization. There are instances of temple fairs without 
a temple, the latter being closed in previous years or even not existing in the first place (like the Chaoyang park temple fair). Of 
course, in the temple fairs, the element of trade is indispensable; however, the ongoing process of secularization made temple 
fairs without a temple possible. 

 

Market for Magic: Transformation of Taoist Talisman Rituals in the Age of E-Commerce 

Elizaveta Volchkova1,2 
1Institute of Asian and African Studies, Moscow State University, Russian Federation; 2Institute for Oriental and Classical 

Studies, National Research University Higher School of Economics, Russian Federation 

Talismans fu are an integral part of Taoist ritual practice, and while in orthodox Taoism talismans are to be compiled by an 
ordained priest, vernacular tradition often saw mediums, fortune-tellers and other such practitioners as talisman writers. 
Nowadays, while Taoist talismans could still be bought at monasteries and temples, vernacular practices find their way to the 



wider audience through online commerce engines, continuously transforming to accommodate the interests of contemporary 
customers. This paper examines the wide variety of talismans fu presently on offer by various sellers on Taobao, the world’s 
largest e-commerce website catering mostly to customers in the Chinese speaking countries and Chinese Diaspora. Analysis of 
the structure of talismans, spectrum of deities invoked by them, their intended purposes, specifics of usage and rituals they are 
involved in provides the basis for comparison with the field material, collected by Dr. Marjorie Topley in the beginning of 1950-s 
in the Chinese Diaspora of South East Asia, and also with the woodcut print collection of talismans obtained by the author in 
Guangzhou, China in 1999. While talismans are still intended to provide protection in the spheres of life that are ruled by chance, 
those spheres have obviously changed in contemporary life, leading to the shift in the hierarchy of talismans’ goals and popularity. 
Their traditional apotropaic nature is also undergoing transformation: a considerable percentage of talismans are intended to be 
used with offensive purposes, such as revenge, ruination of a competitor or breaking up a marriage – a usage probably not 
unheard of in talisman practices, but the one not widely advertised before. Moreover, we can see that traditional Taoist rituals 
are beginning to blend with folk magical practices, such as Gu magic tradition, associated with the non-Han people of South 
China. 

 
  



S019: Interreligious Encounters and Religious Change in Yugoslavia 
Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 107 

Session Chair: Aleksandra Djuric Milovanovic 

In recent years, historical and anthropological scholarship on Yugoslavia’s religious landscape is mostly focused on the 
intertwining of religious and national identity and histories of particular “traditional” religious communities. Different historical 
periods were characterized with border shifts and often appearance of new religious groups such as neo-Protestant groups. 

This panel explores interreligious encounters in Yugoslavia and religious transformations in 20thcentury that brought new 
dynamics in interreligious relations between majority and minority religions. Contacts between religious communities across 

regions, largely due to internal migrations and the return of guest workers, and regimes’ policies lead to different responses – 
appearance of renewal movements within already existing religious traditions, conversions or movements of religious dissent. 

A selection of ex-Yugoslav republics is included in this panel in order to identify and reflect on regional differences with regards 
to religious change and mutual influences between religious groups. 

 

“Hidden Religious Landscapes”: Religious Minorities and Home-grown Religious Movements in the 
Border Regions 

Aleksandra Djuric Milovanovic 

Institute for Balkan Studies SASA, Serbia 

Borders, especially in periods of their change, represent important symbolic boundaries between ethnic groups and religious 
communities. What political borders mean religiously is understudied, especially in the communist period in Yugoslavia. 
Research on borders and religious groups in this part of Europe during communism raises several important questions: what 
impact do the borders between nation states have on religious groups and their practices? How do borders echo and reverberate 
as religious geographies? What was the role of religious groups in transgressing borders? What means were used by state 
authorities to control religious groups in border regions? The main aim of the paper is to explore the role and significance of 
religious agency in the border region between two countries during the communist period. Border regions included in this paper 
were historically places of interreligious and interethnic encounter, where religions and languages mixed and there was contact 
between Orthodox Christians, Catholics and Protestants. The border region between Serbia and Romania is also characterised 
by the presence of renewal movements in Orthodox Christianity, as well as the presence of large numbers of supranational neo-
Protestant groups. This paper explores the relationship between this religious dynamism and creativity and the presence of hard 
borders and seeks to understand the ways religious groups challenged the communist regimes on the question of the borders 
which divided co-religionists. 

 

Conversions of convenience and ‘minority’ religions in interwar Slovenia 

Gasper Mithans 

Science and Research Centre Koper, Slovenia 

Religious conversions are considered basic human rights in democratic societies, but still raise many controversies. The analysis 
of regulations and attitudes towards intrinsically conflicting conversions and proselytization as a parallel and even more contested 
phenomenon (cf. Hackett (ed.), Proselytization revisited, 2008), can be used to study the changes in the religious field. It is 
essential to consider the heterogeneity of practices, policies, cultures and ‘traditions’ in relation to religions within the same 
regime in order to understand power structures in Yugoslavia. 
The contribution will in the scope of Slovenian part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, predominantly populated by the Catholics, 
explore particular form of religious conversion – conversion of convenience. Most frequent conversions of convenience were due 
to marriage and for a Catholic to obtain divorce by converting either to Serbian Orthodox Church or Islam (Cvirn, Boj za sveti 
zakon, 2005). However, German Catholics switched to German Evangelical (Lutheran) Church as a consolidation of a likely most 
oppressed national minority in Slovenia.  
This paper will problematize prevalent approach to the studies of religious conversions based on presupposition of ‘sincere’ 
change of religious belief on the one hand, and the relations between majority religion (Catholic Church) and minority religions 
on the other hand. The special status of the Serbian Orthodox Church, majority religion at State level but a minority religion in 
Slovenian part of the country (Mithans, Crossing state and religious borders in interwar Yugoslavia, 2016; Cvelfar, Srbska 
pravoslavna cerkev na Slovenskem med svetovnima vojnama, 2017) will also be taken into account. Lastly, an important factor 
that will be underlined is that it is through the notion of conversion the primary difference between the perception of religious 
identity as ‘given’ or ‘made’ comes starkly into view (Jakelić, Collectivistic Religions: Religion, Choice, and Identity in Late 
Modernity, 2010). 

 

Historical and Anthropological Perspectives on Minority Religious Communities during Socialist Time in 
Croatia 

Filip Škiljan1, Lana Peternel2 
1Institute for Migration and Ethnic Studies; 2Institute for Social Research in Zagreb, Croatia 

Long-lasting efforts of minority religious communities in Croatia during socialist and post-socialist time for legal recognition, 
visibility and nominal acceptability shed a light on cultural, national/ethnic and religious identities construction in Croatian society 
today. Collected historical documents gathered from “liminal” religious community archive relate to diverse communication 
practices between their representatives and governmental institutions. Documents include private letters, more hidden and 
intimate ethnographic narratives, along with official administrative reports or notes indicating diverse structural patterns of social 
hierarchy. Aiming to give subjective perspective of interlocutors on the processes occurred on seemingly peripheral field of 
political interest; we introduced ethnographic approach and conducted in-depth interviews with representatives involved in 
diverse religious minority community establishment. We hypothesized that enduring struggle for minority religious rights and 
cultural recognition and lack of transparent institutional support influenced ambiguous sociocultural outcomes, and mirror 
changeable and dynamic political and sociocultural context. Moreover, we show that development of complex and non-
transparent communication patterns between institutions and individuals or groups creates widespread perception of permanent 
segregation encouraging one-dimensional national and religious identification practice. Representing those events from diverse 



perspectives, we describe and reexamine formal relationships toward religious minority groups in former Yugoslavia likewise in 
current Croatia. 

 

Ambiguity of religious places: The monastery of St Naum in post-socialist Yugoslavia 

Evelyn Ivanova-Reuter 

Friedrich-Schiller-Universität Jena, Germany 

During the times of socialist Yugoslavia, religion was depreciated. The regime expropriated religious communities, gave their 
lands to cooperatives and used former religious buildings as museums and for other cultural institutions. When Macedonia 
became an independent state, the religious communities got their lands and buildings partly back. During the Ottoman Empire, 
some of the religious places were frequented by Christians and Muslims. Due to their non-religious use in former Yugoslavia, 
the religious ambiguity of these places increased. 

One such example is the monastery of St Naum in Southwestern Macedonia close to the Albanian border. Christians and Muslims 
as well as Bektashi, a non-Sunni Sufi group, were visiting the monastery in former times, especially at Naums feast, 3rd July. 
Within the Sunni Turkish community and the one of Bektashi in Albania and Macedonia exists the narrative of Sari Saltuk, a pre-
Ottoman figure. According to both groups, Sari Saltuk was a Muslim missionary, who is buried in Naum’s grave. Nowadays, this 
narrative is a less important reason for visiting the monastery. The distance and theological arguments influenced the decline of 
Muslims at the Christian place, too. In Yugoslavia, the monastery was turned into a museum where visitors had to pay an 
admission fee. Furthermore, the complex was complemented with a restaurant and a military campground. The historical 
developments shape the perception of the monastery by discourses and activities. 

The presentation aims to deconstruct several dimensions of religious places. The dimensions provide insight in the roles of 
religions in the society of post-Yugoslavia. The historical approach to religious places that are ambiguous enables also to figure 
out continuations and disruptions of religions. 

 
  



S021: Surveying the 1960s: Religious and Scientific Entanglements 
Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 228 

Session Chair: Andrea Rota 

In the study of religion, the 1960s and the 1970s are increasingly seen as a watershed with important implications not only for 
the history of religion in the West, but also for the theoretical reflection on the contemporary forms of religious life. At the same 

time, the same decades constitute a pivotal period for the institutionalisation of the academic study of religion in many 
countries. Against this backdrop, this panel analyses the entangled development of religious and scientific discourses and 
institutions from the 1960s through today. Drawing on various case studies, it combines historical research and systematic 

reflection, addressing fundamental questions in the study of religion such as the functional (de)differentiation of religion and the 
social sciences, the “scientification” of religion, and the role of reflexive approaches in the study of religion. 

 

Emerging religiosity, emerging assessments: A Swiss case study 

Christina Wyttenbach 

University of Bern, Switzerland 

The growing public visibility of new religious movements (NRM) since the 1960s prompted a multilayered societal response in 
various Western countries, including Switzerland. Focusing on the case of two “information and advice centers on NRMs” in 
Switzerland, this paper investigates the entangled relationships among representatives of the mainstream churches, the state 
and scholars of different disciplines like theology, psychology and sociology. Particularly, it examines the tension between 
conflicting interests and cooperative action among these key actors and calls attention to the institutional and discursive transfer 
processes produced by their exchanges. In addition to analyzing local networks in Switzerland, the paper also explores the 
interactions between the Swiss centers and similar institutions in other European countries. The paper draws on archive 
documents and interviews with contemporary witnesses. 

 

The Dynamics of Religion and Social Science: Insights into a Complex Relationship 

Simon Michel 

Universität Bern, Switzerland 

In this paper I investigate the emergence and institutionalization of the sociology of religion in Switzerland at the end of the 
1960s. Against the backdrop of the broad social change of this era and the challenges it posed to religious actors, I consider 
theoretical and historical questions concerning the development of closer relationships between the mainstream Churches and 
the social sciences. Particularly, I analyze the formation of the sociology of religion as the result of mutual transfer processes 
and discursive entanglements among religious and academic institutions. Drawing on archive materials, primary literature, and 
oral history interviews, I call attention to the role of selected individuals who, thanks to their biographic and academic background, 
could act as mediator between religious and social-scientific frameworks. I will argue that the interdependent origin of the 
sociology of religion entailed a potential for tension-filled relationships not only with neighboring disciplines such as general 
sociology, but also within the sociology of religion itself through the constant need to renegotiate the nexus between social 
sciences and the Churches within its own theoretical and institutional boundaries. 

 

Explaining circumpolar religions: Åke Hultkrantz’s religio-ecological model, its history and impact 

Konsta Ilari Kaikkonen 

University of Bergen, Norway 

An interest in environmental issues as well as in naturalistic explanations of religion began to influence academic discourses in 
the 1960s, as new ways of looking at religion and the environment began to emerge. Among these was the historian Lynn White’s 
(in)famous article ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis’ in Science (these roots were, according to White, related to 
Christianity).  

Consequently, at least two types of ecological approaches to the study of religions were systematised in the 1960s. These were 
according to Herbert Burhenn: (1) ‘those which attempt to trace mono-directional causation’, based on Åke Hultkrantz’s religio-
ecologial model, and (2) ‘those which attempt to show functional relationships with feedback loops’, based on the anthropologist 
Roy Rappaport’s work. Both approaches were closely tied to anthropology and the social sciences, Hultkrantz’s explicitly inspired 
by the anthropologist Julian Steward’s theory of cultural ecology. In my paper I will mainly concentrate on Hultkrantz’s model. 

As professor in the history of religions in Stockholm 1958–86, Hultkrantz attracted several like-minded students and colleagues 
forming an influential cluster of scholars. His approach still holds a certain grip over studies of Arctic and Sub-Arctic peoples’ 
religious traditions: for example in studies of circumpolar ‘shamanism’ the religio-ecological model is often a paradigmatic starting 
point. However, explaining religion’s relation to natural surroundings has been present in Western scholarship at least since 
David Hume, as Samuel Preus has argued.  

In my paper I will look at the historical background of Hultkrantz’s approach by comparing it to themes related to religion and the 
environment in earlier texts, and also discuss its subsequent impact. A special focus will be on texts about Saami indigenous 
religion. The surrounding academic culture and historical developments in the 1960s as well as the cross-pollunation between 
natural and social sciences and the humanities are also addressed. 

 

Alternative Histories – Occultist Folklore and History of Religions in Postwar Germany 

Tilman Hannemann 

Universität Oldenburg, Germany 

Emerging through the traumatisms of post-nazi Germany, ideas about an unspoiled, perhaps neglected or even suppressed 
religious tradition that could help to address the social transitions after World War II gained momentum. The symbolic knowledge 
of Yoga, Cosmo-Biology, Nordic runes, the Holy Grail, or the mystical imagination of saints and in monasteries entered into 
popular handbooks, short encyclopedias and journals of the 1950s that were basically written and conceived for a non-academic 



audience. The age of Aquarius, the exploration and use of invisible powers, hidden meanings in religious scriptures, or the 
physics of religious and magical rituals were just a few of the more common topics. The occult or parapsychological literature 
emphasized a scientific approach to history and therefore relied often on statements from authors like Glasenapp, van der Leeuw, 
Benz, and other phenomenologists of the era. This contribution presents an overview of the material, provides a brief and 
representative selection of accounts about religious history, and explores the relationship between religious folklore and the 
academia. How did established scholars as, e.g., Friedrich Heiler tend to popularize the general tenets and findings of 
phenomenology of religions? How did academic scholars and religious authors select their topics from the material of religious 
traditions? How were different religions treated, and what can be said about preferences for certain religions and/or topics? Does 
History of Religions just take part in creating a supplemental layer, an intellectual artifact known as ‘Religion after Religion’, or 
do religious histories have an effect on popular notions about religion? 

 
  



S022: Sensing Religious Disjuncture across Generations in Contemporary 
Asian Communities 

Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 227 
Session Chair: Astrid Krabbe Trolle 

Session Chair: Paulina Karolina Kolata 

How does religious disjuncture interact with generational transformation and economic uncertainty? From depopulating regions 
of Japan to a diaspora of Filipino Catholics in Denmark, this session explores how uncertainty feeds into a sense of decline 

and uncertain futures across religious communities in Asia and Asian diaspora. Social and geographical mobility continues to 
reshape the ever more global landscapes of contemporary societies, particularly in relation to shifting demographics and 

sociality networks. Our focus is on how diversification in the systems of values and cross-generational religious identity impacts 
on the institutional vulnerability of religion. 

Religious disjuncture – while fostered by the need or willingness to adapt to changing configurations of power, wealth, 
knowledge, social relationships – is often a result of initiatives undertaken by religious institutions and individual actors alike. 
Here, we focus on religious practitioners and their experiences of religious change and how community level transformations 

pose a challenge to the institutionally enforced status quo. Uncertainty evoked through that change is partially shaped by 
generational conflicts reflected in divergent ideas of religious continuity (or a need for thereof). Aging membership of religious 
communities is thus opening new avenues for understanding religious change. For instance, elderly practitioners – albeit often 
heavily invested in preserving religious practices in their daily lives – tend to imagine their religious communities as future-less; 

whilst their children and grandchildren either become disengaged with practice or choose other ways of performing their 
religious identities. Such practices may not be less religious, but rather less institutional and more socially and economically 

diverse. 
Through ethnographic examples, we intend to explore how such shifts beyond institutional frameworks reconfigure the 
boundaries of inclusion within religious communities across the denominational spectrum, as well as how disruption, 

displacement and diversity in religious practices shape perceptions and realities of precarious futures. In doing so, we wish to 
pay particular attention to cross-generational, gendered and minority perspectives. At the same time, we turn our attention to 
the concept of ‘lived religious experiences’ by foregrounding the grass-root level qualitative research among lay practitioners 
and religious professionals in local religious communities. As such, we aim to investigate the relationship between economic 

fragility and creativity (or lack of thereof) in people’s religious narratives and practices. We welcome contributions from 
scholars that work on how religious disjuncture is experienced across the generational spectrum and how uncertainty might 

pose a challenge to traditional religious community structures. 

 

Japanese Buddhist temples as storehouses of dead values – whose value(s)? 

Paulina Karolina Kolata 

The University of Manchester, United Kingdom 

The current era represents an important moment of uncertainty and change for Buddhist institutions and their communities in 
Japan’s shrining regions. Demographic ageing and shifting social values relating to family and community are bound to shake 
institutional foundations of a tradition that relies heavily on the notion of inherited practice and the socioeconomic stability derived 
through donations for memorialisation rituals (related to death practices and ancestor worship). Buddhist rituals and domestic 
Buddhist altars have long provided symbolical and material media for venerating the dead in Japan. However, as migration, 
household structures and commercial developments of end-of-life and after-life care continue to drastically transform how death 
and ageing is experienced, lay members (many of whom are elderly) are faced with a necessity (or a choice) to develop various 
proactive approaches to their own and their ancestors’ afterlives. In this paper, I turn to explore those changes by focusing on 
case studies of Buddhist practitioners who opt to have their ashes stored in nōkotsudo (“ashes hall”) facilities at their local 
temples. In doing so, I explore psychological and economic circumstances surrounding these choices to discuss people’s creative 
responses to the uncertain futures of the dead in their depopulating neighbourhoods.  

The paper is informed by data collected during twelve months of ethnographic fieldwork in Jōdo Shinshū temple communities in 
Hiroshima Prefecture between August 2016 and August 2017. It engages with the voices of local actors including multiple 
generations of Buddhist priests and lay members to investigate the kinds of anxieties that emerge when individuals and 
institutions are faced with cross-generational transformations in values of socioreligious belonging.  

 

Guwonpa, WMSCOG, and Shincheonji: Three Dynamic Grassroots Groups in Korean Christian NRM 
History 

David W. Kim 

Australian National University, Australia 

The New Religious Movements (NRMs) initially emerged in the regional societies of East Asia in the middle nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries including Joseon (Korea). The socio-political transformation from feudalism to modernization emaciated the 
religiosity of the traditional beliefs (Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, shamanism, and folk religions). Colonial Korea 
experienced the major turning point in which various syncretic NRMs were surfaced with alternative visions and teachings. What 
is, then, the historical origin of Christian NRMs? Who are their leaders? What is their background? What is the main figure of the 
teachings? How did they survive? This paper explores the history of Korean Christian new religious movements from 1920’s 
mystical movements of Wonsan to 1990’s urban and campus movements. Through the contextual studies of denominational 
background, birth, founder, membership, key teachings, evangelical strategy, phenomenon, services, sacred rituals, 
globalisation, and media, the three grassroots groups of Guwonpa (Salvation Sect: Good News Mission), WMSCOG (World 
Mission Society Church of God), and Shincheonji Church of Jesus the Temple of the Tabernacle of the Testimony (SCJ) are 
argued as the most controversial, yet well-globalized movements among ethnic Korean NRMs (like the Moonies) in contemporary 
Korea. 

 

The crumbling of kasintuwu: death and communitas among the Wana people of Morowali, Indonesia 



Giorgio Scalici 

Durham University, United Kingdom 

Death is always a critical moment for any culture in the world. It breaks the delicate balance inside the community and it casts a 
shadow of insignificancy on life. To avoid being overwhelmed by the emotional wave caused by an unexpected loss and to 
retrieve the balance, Wana people follow a series of small and big rituals that guide them and control their emotion until the end 
of the funeral, 17 or 19 days after the death of the community member. Despite the important role of this ritual in fostering the 
kasintuwu (sense of community) and the guidance of the community and rituality, Wana funerary ritual is facing a period of 
incredible change. The Wana are a small traditional community that lives in the Morowali reserve in Sulawesi. Their economy is 
predominantly based on the collection of dammar resin and rattan and the shamans are the core of their religious life. The 
increasing presence of the capitalistic economy, the role of modernity (smartphones, motorbikes and televisions) and the 
presence of a Christian community in the area are undermining the social stability of the community and the participation to the 
funerals, obstructing the expression of kasintuwu. 

Data have been collected during two fieldworks conducted in 2011 and 2016 and are part of a bigger study on Wana 
rituality and emotional world. In this presentation, I will introduce the Wana funeral and its role in Wana culture, exploring how 
member participation has changed in the last seven years, bringing samples from single members and entire groups. 

 

Moral Demographics: Decline, Continuity, and Mission among Catholic Filipinos in Denmark 

Astrid Krabbe Trolle 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

This presentation will focus on how different generations of Catholic Filipino migrants moralize the temporalities related to their 
migration and modes of entry into Denmark. By applying the notions of decline, continuity, and mission, I argue that the religious 
disjuncture experienced by the elderly and established Catholic Filipinos is imbued with temporal loss and aspiration. In Denmark, 
the first group of Filipino migrants arrived in the 1960s and 1970s through work migration. Later on, Filipinos mainly migrated via 
marriage to a Dane or through family reunion. In the year 2000, the au pair scheme started a new influx of young female Filipinos 
working as au pairs on a two year permit. These demographic changes have activated moral hierarchies related to age, time 
and sense of community. For the established Filipino Catholics in Denmark, the Filipino community is characterized by mission 
in a Protestant and secular Danish context. In addition, continuity and decline reflect generational developments within the 
diaspora leading to an intensification of moral registers as the demographic profile is becoming exceedingly young and female 
due to the au pairs. In my presentation, I draw on ethnographic material from my PhD work on Catholic Filipinos in Denmark. 

 
  



S026B: The Ideology of Religious Studies: Twenty Years Later II 
Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Senate Hall 

Session Chair: Suzanne Owen 
Session Chair: Teemu Taira 

It has been almost twenty years since The Ideology of Religious Studies (2000) by Timothy Fitzgerald was published. It is one 
of the books that has provoked mixed responses from scholars of religion: while some took it as a provocation about the futility 

of religious studies as a disciplinary area of research, others thought that its criticism of the analytical impotence of the 
category of religion should be taken seriously. This panel explores the impact and significance of Fitzgerald’s study in general, 

focusing on both its current or continuing relevance and its reception when published. By using Fitzgerald’s publication as a 
starting point, the panel invites papers that are examining the implications and impact of such critical takes on the category of 

‘religion’, particularly on how the study of religion is practised (conceptually, theoretically, methodologically), and how the 
institutional settings of the study of religion have been shaped in the past twenty years. 

 

It’s Not Just About ‘Religion’! 

Mitsutoshi Horii 

Shumei University, Japan; Chaucer College, UK 

The impact and significance of Fitzgerald’s The Ideology of Religious Studies should be understood from the point of view that 
his project is not just about ‘religion’. It is a critical examination of the self-referential system of categories which functions to 
sustain the hegemony of Western modernity since the era of colonisation onwards. The study of the category ‘religion’ constitutes 
only part of the study of many other equally important modern categories, which include ‘politics’, ‘secular’, ‘nation’, ‘state’, 
‘political economy’, ‘economics’, ‘science’, ‘progress’, ‘nature’, ‘modern’, ‘Enlightenment’, ‘culture’, ‘society’, ‘history’, ‘individual’, 
just to name a few. These categories form a circular self-referential system of meanings. Fitzgerald consistently argues that it is 
this system of modern Western categories which functions to sustain the colonial matrix of power of Western modernity. This 
paper discusses two theoretical frameworks which could contribute to Fitzgerald’s ambitious project. Firstly, it points out the 
similarity between Fitzgerald’s project and Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory. Luhmann’s discourse, however, projects modern 
Western categories on to pre-modern and non-Western contexts, and such projection constitutes the colonial matrix of power, 
which Fitzgerald tries to subvert. Nevertheless, this paper argues that Luhmann’s systems theory could provide Fitzgerald with 
useful conceptual tools to develop further his argument on circular system of meaning. Secondly, Fitzgerald’s project may wel l 
be understood in the discursive context of decoloniality. Existing scholarship in this domain demonstrates profound 
understanding of structural and epistemological dynamics which sustain the hegemony of the modern Western colonial matrix 
of power. Although the scholarship of decoloniality does not seem to have recognised the importance of the religious-secular 
binary as the foundational constituent of Western modernity/coloniality, which Fitzgerald has been trying to grasp, the spirit of 
decoloniality seems to echo that of Fitzgerald’s Ideology of Religious Studies. 

 

Critical Phenomenology: the connection between Fitzgerald and Husserl 

Jonathan Tuckett 

Unseen University, United Kingdom 

In the Ideology of Religious Studies, Fitzgerald charges that the phenomenology of religion is ecumenical theology and 
representative of the very issues that undermine the field. At a time when certain scholars are trying to reappropriate "the 
phenomenology of religion" within the philosophy of religion, it is not clear whether this critique will be successfully overcome. 
This paper suggests that the prospect of a phenomenology in Religious Studies must be measured on its consistency with the 
critique Fitzgerald formulates and the project of Critical Religion. 

Such a phenomenology is not to be located in “the phenomenology of religion”. Despite some reference to Edmund Husserl and 
the Phenomenological Movement, little of "the phenomenology of religion" reflects this philosophical project. Starting with the 
topic of empathy, which forms a part of the basis for the charge of ecunemical theology, I will show that Husserl's theory of 
empathy serves a very different function to empathy in “the phenomenology of religion” and is therefore not subject to this charge. 
Drawing on his later phenomenology, particularly as it is found in his Crisis works as these are not often considered in Religious 
Studies litearture, the paper will build to see how Husserl presents a critique of the Cartesian Dualism of Nature and Spirit which 
parallels, and conforms to, Fitzgerald’s own calls for a critical deconstruction of the categories of “the secular” and “religion”. 

 

Fitzgerald in an ethnological context – theoretically and methodologically 

Helene Kirstein 

European Ethnology, Denmark 

This paper shows how Timothy Fitzgerald's work – combined with conceptual history and praxis analysis – contributes to my 
ethnological studies within the fields of relations between churches and states. 
"During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and right up into modernity, the most common use of the term 'the religious' 
has been to refer to a special class of virtuosi within the Catholic Church – the monks, friars and nuns – as distinct from the 
secular clergy." 
This is Timothy Fitzgerald's significant exemplification of the shifting notions of the concept of religion. In my ethnological studies 
of the relationship between the European churches and the European Union, I use this example to clarify the contrast to a 
contemporary notion of religion. Today, we understand the clergy as something always religious – and the secular as something 
separated from the clergy. 
Theoretically, I combine Fitzgerald's research with the work of the German conceptual historian Reinhart Koselleck. I understand 
concepts as concentrations of several notions, which are articulated in struggles for political or social positions. And as such a 
concept is to be understood as both an indicator and a factor. 
Methodologically, I approach churches and states as subjects with a certain praxis. Here, praxis is understood as a subject-
object relationship, wherein the ends and means of the subject are based on a self-conscious assessment of the possible causes 
for the desired effect and enabled by its specific position in a given structure. 
Following Fitzgerald, I understand religion as a category, part of the modern distinction between the 'religious' and the 'non-



religious'. By analyzing the European churches as a praxis, I show how religion is a technique to categorize the churches in a 
political position in the democracy of the EU. 

 

Teaching “The Ideology of Religious Studies” 

Wanda Alberts 

Leibniz Universität Hannover, Germany 

Timothy Fitzgerald’s “The Ideology of Religious Studies” (2000) has met with a lot of criticism the discipline of the Study of 
Religion, not least, because it questioned the academic meaningfulness of its central category: “[...] the word ‘religion‘, with its 
theological and supernaturalist resonance, is analytically redundant. It picks out nothing distinctive and it clarifies nothing. It 
merely distorts the field” (17). One may even say that Fitzgerald has acquired the state of a classic, somebody that one cannot 
get around when discussing the category of religion and its relationship to the academic Study of Religion. However, he is most 
frequently cited as the one who has gone too far and who is proposing a path that is dangerous for our discipline. Why are his 
analyses and conclusions perceived as so threatening? Would it not be academically sound to value an analysis independent of 
the question if one likes or dislikes the consequences? Or does the attempt to protect the discipline of the Study of Religion 
justify to discard all serious criticism of its central categories? Apart from discussing these general considerations, I will lay out 
my own attempt to constructively include these kinds of – as I think, highly valuable and necessary – critical discussions of the 
ideological functions of the categories “religion” or “world religion” in teaching programmes in the Study of Religion. 

 
  



S031B: Indigenous Religions and the Political Imagination II 
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Session Chair: Arkotong Longkumer 

The aim of the panel is to examine the way indigenous religions interact with the political amongst a variety of community 
actors, national governments, and transnational bodies. While one can argue that the very idea of ‘indigenous’ is entangled 

with the political imagination of peoplehood, we need also to recognise that separating the conceptual and practical terrains of 
religion and politics into useful spheres of action, and examining the overlaps carefully, can make certain claims to rights, self-

determination, and cultural distinctness possible. It is in these binaries, excesses, in-betweenness, and in the marriage of 
religion and politics that indigeneity can be a useful heuristic device to think with. The panel is comparative and international in 
scope. It highlights the different textures of these patterns and asks to what extent can scholars of indigenous religions benefit 

from a cross-cultural understanding of indigenous religions and politics, while evaluating its crucial place in research and 
teaching. The panel builds on a larger project Indigenous Religion(s): Local Grounds, Global Networks (2015-2019), funded by 

the Norwegian Research Council, and seeks to expand both the geographical remit of the project and include understudied 
themes. 

The purpose of this panel is to engage with the issue of indigenous religions and its interactions with the political imagination 
by focusing on the following aspects: 

* What role do they play in issues surrounding land, resources, and customary rights? 
* What role do they play in expressing cultural distinctiveness through festivals or events? 

* What role do they play in branding indigenous identity for tourism or community development vis-à-vis private companies, 
non-governmental or aid organisations? 

* What new forms of indigenous religions are envisioned through the interplay with tradition and modernity, particularly as they 
seek to engage with ‘authenticity’? 

* Is it possible to develop distinct methodological tools to study indigenous religions that depart from the dominant model of the 
insider/outsider debate? 

* How can we understand the mediatory role objects and artefacts play in understanding indigenous designs, patterns and 
social weaves, both in everyday performances and their capture in state museums, institutions, and exhibitions? 

 

Imagined ethnographies and religiographies of Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Bjorn Ola Tafjord 

University of Tromso - The Arctic University of Norway, Norway 

This paper offers examples of how ethnographic and religiographic imaginations – especially of the characteristics of “indigenous 
peoples” and of “indigenous religion” – have played parts in politics in Talamanca, Costa Rica, between 2016 and 2018. In 
particular, the paper discusses how the ethnographic and religiographic imaginations of different actors, both Talamancans and 
outsiders, surfaced in different contexts during the government-sponsored attempt to establish a permanent mechanism for 
consultations with indigenous peoples in Costa Rica, an attempt that also gained international attention. 

 

"Rewe or Death” The hungerstrike of the mapuche prisoner machi Celestino Cordova in Chile 

May-Lisbeth Brew 

UiT- The Arctic University of Norway, Norway 

In 2018 machi Celestino Cordova, a religious expert among Mapuche people, managed to obtain leave from prison to do a 
religious ceremony at his rewe (a sacred space and place) to heal an illness caused by his incarceration. Behind his 15 hours of 
leave from jail to perform a rejuvenation ceremony was Cordovas lengthy hunger strike which sparked an extensive political 
campaign. The campaign was based on claims of health and religious needs, and was rooted, among other things, in the ILO 
convention on the rights of indigenous peoples. In the end, Cordova vowed that his hunger strike would only end with “Rewe or 
Death”. At this point, he had gained support from Chile’s medical college, academics and students in Chile and Amnesty 
International. In addition, his case was brought up during the Permanent Forum of Indigenous Issues at the UN, by various NGOs 
supporting mapuches in Europe, and demonstrations in his support were held across Chile and even some in Europe. This case 
gives an insight into the relationship between health and spirituality for mapuche people, and provides a focal point where you 
can see mapuche concepts being translated and explained to a greater public. The case brought questions of health and religious 
needs for mapuches in Chile to the forefront and explicitly made them a political issue that the politicians of Chile in the end had 
to engage with 

 

“Sacred” Art at the Interface of Religion, Politics, and Indigenous Heritage: the Case of the Osun Grove 
in Osogbo, Nigeria 

Rosalind I. J. Hackett 

University of Tennessee, United States of America 

UNESCO has accorded World Heritage status to other African festivals and heritage sites, but the Osun Grove in the ancient 
town of Osogbo, in south-western Nigeria, that was recognized in 2005, is distinguished by its association with a European 
modernist art movement dating back to the 1960s. Drawing on my research on artistic and performative expressions of 
“traditional” or indigenous religions in Nigeria, I trace how the Austrian artist, Susanne Wenger, working with local craftsmen, set 
out to restore this site of a six-centuries old annual festival for the goddess Osun, eventually transforming it into a now world-
renowned sacred grove and sculpture park. I discuss the entanglements of and debates over the spiritual, aesthetic, political, 
and economic significance of the site as it was upscaled into an international tourist destination for the celebration of Yoruba 
religion and cultural advancement. I examine how traditional and modern political leaders, in conjunction with corporate sponsors 
and museum officials, have reframed and rebranded this heritage site and event, not without controversy, whether among ritual 
officials or the national and international media. 

 

Indigenous Tourism in British Columbia, Canada 



Helen Jennings 

UIT The University of the Arctic Norway, Norway 

In this paper I shall challenge some common images and discuss how tourism is opening up creative space for indigenous 
peoples. My examples come from ethnographic fieldwork based in British Columbia, Canada. They reveal how tourism is 
assisting people in connecting with their communities, their culture and their land, as well as providing personal fulfilment. Whilst 
indigenous spirituality lies at the core of many tourist enterprises, the examples also illustrate interesting interactions with political 
and material interests. An ethnographical approach, which values the perceptions of those involved in this industry, suggests 
there are many ways in which tourism is working to the benefit of indigenous peoples. 

 
  



S032: Science-and-Religion as a Field Guide to the Contemporary World of 
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Session Chair: Anne Kull 

Misinformation and rumours have had a long and (dis)honorable history for thousands of years. They are documented already 
in biblical times and classical Greece. The unique problem globally today is that the spread of misinformation has proliferated 

and it is entwined on the Internet with real information. There are many ways in which we can be led astray: neuroscience 
shows that faulty arguments are often more attractive than the sound ones - and mishandled statistics, photoshopped or 

otherwise „cured“ pictorial material makes misguidance particularly easy. Since its dawn, the field of Science-and-Religion has 
been fundamentally concerned with squarely facing the challenge of sorting out genuine meeting points between science and 
religion from ideology-laden wishful thinking. It has shown that science/scientific method helps us to know the limits of what we 
can and cannot know, philosophy/logics helps to evaluate various reasoning practices, hermeneutics and religion-and-science 
together help us to detect when science assumes the role of religion, or religion masquerads for science. Growing segments of 
our societies in the Baltic states deny that scriptures need interpretation – yet, we cannot move from text to application without 
interpretation. No word, especially the word of God, is self-explanatory. Exegetes and commentators, theologians and scholars 

and philosophers of religion are to religion what judges are to law. In a similar way, scientific facts without interpretation are 
mute – they don’t speak to us (and we are all „lay“ people regarding majority of scientific disciplines, the other (and often our 

own) religions and cultures). 
Misinformation is promiscuous and flirts with people of all social and educational classes. In many cases, the word „truth“ has 
been co-opted by people who are propagating counter-knowledge (to be polite! It used to be called lies) or fringe viewpoints. 

As academics in different fields we can lead the public discussions on the art of statistics and probabilities, but also note when 
possibility and creativity (i.e., factors that can be assessed often better by religious studies and theology) transcend our down-
to-earth sober routines. Critical thinking must be an ongoing process, a habit: you cannot think critically once and then drop it. 

 

Christian Bioethics: Does “Science-And-Religion” Concept Exists In Medicine? 

Nataliya Shok 

Privolzhsky Research Medical University of the Ministry of Health of the Russian Federation, Russian Federation 

Ethical questions in medicine emerge from serious contradictions: the tensions between costs and profit, between private 
liabilities and universal morality, sometimes even between science and religion. Medical bioethics has become a kind of ideology 
and stressed universal concepts – ‘human rights’, ‘equality’, ‘human dignity’, etc. This approach is founded on a contemporary 
belief that all humans are connected with each other on an ethical basis, regardless of religion, culture or specific moral 
convictions. 

Moreover, the present situation in medicine is such that many questions about morality remain unresolved; there are many 
answers to these questions, and there is a widespread view that there can be no single reliable way of making a rational choice 
between them. 

Is it possible to contend that the role of bioethics is to establish universal moral and ethical decisions that cover the entire range 
of contemporary medical practices? What can a Christian approach to the foundations of bioethics bring to medicine? Can an 
approach based on a Christian worldview provide some clarity to the often confused current situation in healthcare issues? 

The world today is based on the achievements of modern sciences, as well as the impossibility of secular morality, law and 
scientific rationality to provide comprehensive moral guidelines for people. Thus, the global progress of scientific knowledge 
again raises the question of the role of religion and its relationship with science. The author proposes to consider the philosophical 
concepts of Christianity and the Christian bioethics of T. Engelhardt as a possible way of understanding - how human existence 
and knowledge determine the individual moral choice in medicine. This allows us to consider bioethics not as a simple discussion, 
but as a way of life, when moral authority is formed from the actual choice of real people. 

 

Belief in science as a worldview: Preliminary results from the Finnish context 

Tiia Roosa Maria Haimila 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

The possible similarities between religion and belief in science have long been debated in philosophical and popular discussions. 
Some have proposed that science cannot offer people a deeper purpose or moral values – these have been suggested to belong 
to the scope of religion (e.g. non-overlapping magisteria). On the other hand, some have accused researchers of quasi-religious 
scientism – a term that, according to Schöttler, has mainly been utilized in a pejorative manner.  

However, there is an increasing trend to study “science and religion” from an empirical perspective. Recent psychological studies 
have shown that people’s orientation towards science provides a rich and relevant topic for the study of religions. Still, the topic 
remains understudied in the Nordic context. In this presentation, I introduce preliminary results on “belief in science” and the 
functions of orientation towards science for non-religious Finns.  

In total, 243 Finnish non-religious non-believers completed the Belief in Science Scale (Farias, Newheiser, Kahane, & de Toledo, 
2013). To integrate the measure with earlier literature on cultural worldviews, the participants also filled a scale examining 
whether orientation towards science provides them 1) a sense of meaning, 2) moral standards, and 3) symbolic immortality (cf. 
Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2015).  

The results support literature suggesting that secular worldviews may answer (some of the) existential questions previously 
linked to religiosity. Altogether, the science-oriented worldview of some participants could be conceptualized as “implicit religion”. 
However, it might be more useful to reinvent the concept of worldview for the study of both nonreligion and religiosity, as recently 
suggested by Taves et al. In the future, more research is needed to uncover the relative importance of science for individuals in 
relation to other worldviews. Future studies could also utilize a more representative sample of Finnish respondents, regardless 
of the religious identity of the target group. 

 



Feminism and Religion in modern world: are there any ways for reconciliation? 

Anastasiia Babash 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

The quick development of digital technologies and the easy access to any sort of information together with the fight against 
gender, racial and other inequalities have changed dramatically our relation to religion. From the feminist perspective, there are 
a lot of voices criticizing religious worldview as old-fashioned, patriarchal and gender-biased (Stanton, 1885; De Beauvoir, 1953; 
Hartmann, 1981; Johnson, 1993, etc.). And it seems that the relationships between feminism and religion could be best described 
as the conflict if we apply Barbour's model of science and religion relations (Barbour, 2000). The digital technologies and popular 
culture support and even deepen this conflict: religion is portrayed as hostile and patriarchal in popular books and movies (e.g. 
The Handmaid's Tale), a lot of feminists hold atheist view, the rise of social media and, as a result of it, feminist online activism 
have shown how religious worldview institutionalize patriarchy through the interpretations of scriptures, religious ceremonies, 
practices, and the church's organization. It seems that we have a religious crisis in the feminist movement. But are there any 
ways for the reconciliation between religion and feminism and do we need them? 
In my talk, I try to show how feminism and religion could have a productive dialogue and even integration. Thus, the interest in 
the investigations in the field of sexual theology, as well as the new interpretations of sacred texts gave the opportunity to show 
that religion does not always mean patriarchy. We can build a feminist theology in which woman is equal to man and create 
accordingly new interpretations of scriptures as well as religious practices. At the same time, we can show women have a right 
to choose to be religious or not and that religion is perfectly suitable with the feminist worldview and even help to liberate women. 

 

Techno-Evolution, Manifestation of Religion in Technological Landscape 

Ahenkora Siaw Kwakye 

Tartu University, Estonia 

There is perceived conflict between Religion/ Theology and Science/Technology on the other. Ian Barbour observes that science 
is seen as the reliable way to knowledge while religion is seen as subjective and unreliable, the question of the relevance of 
religion in a scientific age therefore arises. Both Theology and Technology, however, agree that human beings are frail and 
imperfect needing enhancement. But they offer different notions of solving the problem. While theology looks for divine 
transformation, technology is looking for techno-evolution. The concept of techno-evolution is derived from the evolutionary 
theory which stipulates that human beings originated from a single cell organism and evolved over several billions of years to 
become speech bearing and brain possessing beings. Many scientists believe that the evolutionary process is ongoing with the 
potential for further enhancement of the human species through technology. This concept provides the hope that the future 
trajectory of human engagement with technologies will propel humanity towards greater knowledge and prosperity. Technology 
in a number of ways has manifested religious thoughts into reality, a foretaste of what is hoped for, therefore technology is of 
particular interest to theology and theology vital to technology because the most secular of techno-scientific discourses make 
use of religious language to define their aspirations. The concept of human enhancements, body-self dichotomy, immortality, 
overcoming diseases and ageing, a life of bliss, living in space are archetypes of resurrection, life after death, rapture and heaven. 
This work examines scientific progress, projections and science fictions with the suggestion that Technology flourishes when it 
moves in tune with religious values.  

 
  



S034B: Methodological Challenges in Studying Digital Religion II – Websites 
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Changes and disruptions in the religious field challenge the methodological approaches of scholars studying the field, as new 
phenomena might require modification to traditional methods or require new methods altogether. This holds particularly true for 

the rapid changes due to the digitization of society and the emergence of digital religious forms. Scholars face difficulties 
applying traditional qualitative and quantitative methods to the Internet and other digital spaces which only partly mirror offline 

phenomena. For example, when it comes to webpages, traditional methods of visual and texual analysis are of limited help 
given the multi-modality and non-linearity of visual, textual and audio components and the discrepancies between the user 

paths intended by the webdesign and the actual paths taken by users. There are, indeed, many aspects of digital spaces that 
can inform the study of digital religion, including networks of actions and platforms, interconnections between users, non-
traditional forms of expression. Therefore, there are some questions that need to be explored: In which ways can we, as 

scholars, approach digital venues? What is the impact of the chosen methodology on the object of study? 

 

Discourse Analysis as a Method for Analyzing Webpages of Religious Organizations. A Case Study of 
the Polish Orthodox Church 

Łukasz Fajfer 

Universität Bremen, Germany 

The paper concerns the online self-representation of minority religions and it is concentrated on the official webpage of the Polish 
Orthodox Church. This Church is the second biggest religious community in Poland, however, it only makes up around 1% of 
total population. The Church applies different media for its purposes, which include, official journal, local radio station and TV 
programs streamed on a local TV channel. To the media ensemble of the Church belongs an official webpage as well. In this 
paper I would like to consider the possible ways of analyzing this page as an example for websites of other religious 
organizations. 

The starting point for the discussion is the premise that the Church self-representing itself on the webpage uses it to 
construct/reimagine its identity. I acknowledge that identity is a social construct or, in other words, it should be understood “as 
constructive discursive achievement” (McKinlay/ McVittie 2011, 70). The aim of this paper is to investigate what are the 
methodological ways of unpacking the identity and its construction/ reimagining processes. In order to do it I will follow Reinhold 
Keller’s approach to discourse (Wissenssoziologische Diskursanalyse) and I will thus analyse (a) interpretative schemes/ frames 
(“Deutungsmuster”), (b) phenomenal structure and (c) narrative structure (plots) (Keller 2005; 2011, 101–112). It means that I 
will look for (a) symbols, signs and sentences that are recurrent in the Churches’ media; (b) a net of particular elements (topics) 
which create the structure of discourse and (c) the storylines in the Church’s webpage. With the help of this approach I hope to 
bypass the limits of a traditional methods of visual and textual analysis in connection with webpages. 

 

Methodological Challenges in Analyzing the Online Self-Representations of Neo-Conservative German 
Religious Currents 

Maren Freudenberg 

Ruhr-Universität Bochum, Germany 

While mainstream Christianity is ageing and shrinking in Germany, neo-conservative currents on its fringes are proliferating. 
Though not growing exponentially, their number are increasing slowly but surely as they attract Christians from other traditions 
as well as the “unchurched”. In particular, these groups successfully address youths and young adults through social media and 
Internet websites. This paper discusses methodological challenges in analyzing the online self-representations of such neo-
conservatives from a social scientific perspective, particularly websites that employ a combination of pictures, texts, moving 
images, and audio elements. Considering the multi-modality, non-linearity, and rapid transformation of these sites, conventional 
methods of offline image and text analysis do not suffice to capture the multi-layered complexities of modern websites and the 
ways in which they potentially appeal to users. The paper outlines various methodological approaches to analyzing multi-modal 
and hyper-textual material, using the website of a German neo-conservative religious group as an under-researched empirical 
example, to suggest merits and drawbacks of as well as possible combinations and modifications to these approaches. The 
paper further reflects on the impact researchers have on their case studies by selecting certain methods and methodologies, 
and on the significance of unknown variables in qualitative Internet research (i.e. What are the website designers’ intentions? 
How does a site’s structure influence users, and why? etc.). It will close with a few central theses and questions to be discussed 
among the panelists and wider audience. 

 

Quantitative description of religious websites and their classification 

Joseph Kloch 

Caridal Stefan Wyszyński University in Warsaw, Poland, Poland 

The Internet, WWW and social media are sophisticated new ideas and solutions in digital world. The creators of the internet 
network, WWW and the successive social media did not even suspect how big the revolution in communication they initiated will 
become. New ideas resulted in completely new practice not only on the cultural plane, but also on the confessional one. 

Religious communities soon after developing the first WWW site in the CERN centre started to use websites in the communication 
with the members of the Churches of individual denominations. Religious websites started sprouting up everywhere. Today, after 
27 years, many categories can be distinguished among them. New ideas related to the use of web sites in individual church 
communities are constantly being developed. 

The paper will be an attempt to categorize religious websites. It will be based on WWW research from the years 2004-2018. It 
was carried out within the project at the Faculty of Theology of the UKSW in Warsaw. The result of the work – the categorization 
of religious websites – is universal, independent of denomination and country, even though the research was carried out in 



Poland. The 100 largest religious websites – Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox and Jehovah’s Witnesses ones – were studied. The 
study included more than 50,000 data. The data concerned real users, range of a given web site among Internet users, number 
of page views, time spent by real users on a given web site, number of visits, average page view duration, average launch time 
per application, average number of visits per user. 

Religious websites are the manifestations of the continuation of religion, or better – of the use of the Internet in religion. The 
Internetization of Church communities is also part of the mediatization of the Church. 

 

Portable Jainism: Studying Jainism through mobile applications 

Tine Vekemans 

Ghent University, Belgium 

The proposed paper aims to contribute to the growing body of research into digital religion, and religious apps in particular, by 
providing the first robust case study of Jain apps. Compared to previous research on apps, the research underlying this paper is 
unique in its use of two app stores (and thus the inclusion of apps for Android and iOS operating systems), and its triangulation 
with ethnographic data in order to assess actual app use. 

Although apps devoted to small religious traditions such as Jainism may not always be very visible, Jain apps are increasingly 
numerous, varied, and much used today. This paper looks into the type of apps that have been developed, examines how they 
aim to address the needs and interests of contemporary Jain lay-people, and explores why some aspects of Jain religious 
practice are easier to accommodate through mobile apps than others. 

However, it is not possible to tell the story of mobile applications in Jainism without addressing some methodological issues, 
which will be the focus of the proposed paper. First, the paper will reiterate how app store internal categories are particularly ill-
suited to accommodate religious apps, creating a disconnection between category and content. A second methodological 
difficulty that will be looked into in more detail is the impact of the structure of app stores and the algorithms used by their search-
engines on what apps are most likely to be found by both researcher and Jain user. A comparison between the results of an 
Apple App Store search and a Google Play search reveals some staggering differences, illustrating the methodological relevance 
of combining multiple app-stores, and the influence app-stores have in guiding users’ experiences. 

In presenting these methodological difficulties, this paper is an invitation to reflect on and discuss the opportunities and limitations 
of app-research. 
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Session Chair: Vassilis Galanos 

Humour and religion are both complex and often ambiguous phenomena that can have many roles in human societies. From a 
Western perspective, their relationship is commonly perceived as one of tension, opposition, even mutual exclusivity. Religion 

is often considered to centre around profound questions, ultimate concerns, unquestionable faith, or moral codes. The 
psychologist William James among others has described religion as involving a "serious state of mind”. Humour often plays 
with meanings and has the potential to question authority, which seems antithetical to eternal truths and unquestioning faith. 

Still, it is clear that humour is found in religious contexts, old and new. It can have many roles in religious texts, practices, and 
everyday lived reality of religious communities. There are even religious or spiritual movements that have humorous narratives 

at their core. What are we to make of such movements? 
This panel session focuses on the relationship between religion and humour with the aim of exploring different ways in which 

the two can be interlinked. We invite papers discussing themes such as humorous narratives and their role in religious 
contexts, humorous representations of religion in contexts such as politics and popular culture and what they tell about the role 

of religion in the society. 

 

How to Kill a Joke and a Saviour by Explaining Them Cybernetically: Liquefaction of Humouristic Ritual 
and Ritualistic Humour in the Assassination of J.R. “Bob” Dobbs 

Vassilis Galanos 

University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom 

Can/should all rituals be treated as jokes? Can/should all jokes be treated as rituals? Recent debates about “liquid” (as opposed 
to “solid”) religiosity, suggest that within an overall environment of “liquid modernity,” the interplay between believing and 
belonging in a religion is challenged as followers “come and go as they please.” The position of humour as a liquefying factor 
has already been highlighted in cases of previously interviewed Discordians. This presentation contributes to such discussions 
through a closer examination of the processes rendering interconnected and blurred the categories of sublime/divine and 
humour/mockery. This attempt is made using the extreme case study of the videotaped assassination of J.R. “Bob” Dobbs, 
figurehead of the Church of the Subgenius, as part of a ritualistic/artistic performance on January 21st 1984, as well as relevant 
elements of the Church’s main 1983 and 1994 scripts. The analysis draws upon previous typologies of humour (superiority 
theory, relief theory, incongruity theory), and particularly on the latter’s adaptation by cyberneticist, linguist, and anthropologist 
Gregory Bateson. According to Bateson’s cybernetic thinking, humour and ritual are forms of human communication bearing 
great commonalities in that they shift the order of logical types, that is, orders between messages and context(s) 
(metamessages), literal and metaphorical senses, or seriousness and play. This assertion allows the understanding of the 
humouristic aspect of “parody” religions as a liquefying factor, as the – often enigmatic – dissolution of boundaries between 
mockery and worship becomes increasingly sensible. Inviting further discussion with the audience, this talk suggests that the 
processual indistinguishability between humour and religion proves that the two serve similar thinking functions, posing similar 
opportunities and challenges. 

 

Laugh and Learn: Humour at the centre of a Jain didactic narrative 

Heleen De Jonckheere 

Ghent University, Belgium 

Jain religion, which originated in India around the sixth century BCE, is most commonly described as ascetic, austere and 
unattached. Indeed, in Jain ideology the concepts of non-violence (ahiṃsā) and non-attachment (aparigraha) are of central 
importance. However, Jain literature abounds in comic scenes and humorous narratives which might seem somewhat 
counterintuitive. The comic aesthetic is already prevalent in the early canonical literature and continued to be an important literary 
mode throughout later periods. This suggests that humour should not necessarily be seen as contradictory to the ascetic ideal 
but rather as serving Jain ideology. This paper wants to examine episodes from the tenth century satirical text called 
Dharmaparīkṣā (“Examination of Religion”) by the Digambara Jain author Amitagati, to see how satire can aid the listening or 
reading subject to progress on the religious path. The text is an ensemble of comic moral stories and stories that satirize other 
religious traditions. The humorous aspects of the text, as such, do not only guide the subject towards the Jain ideals, but also 
away from the religious other. An analysis of the Dharmaparīkṣā’s comic content will show how laughter and religious virtue can 
go hand in hand, and hopes to inspire an understanding of religion in which humour rather than rigor plays a role in dealing with 
religious differences. 

 

Humor, Internal Purity, and Modes of Self-Discipline in 19th-Century Gujarat 

Ved Patel 

Emory University, United States of America 

The British understanding of empire in South Asia was deeply tied to the rhetoric of reform. The British initially undertook reform 
in South Asia generally, and India particularly, in a muted fashion to maximize profitability through trade and taxation. It was in 
the early 19th century that calls for change, largely by Christian missionaries and Indian reformers, began to grow in intensity. 
Western academic scholarship has characterized this age of reform as occurring in sequential waves. The initial wave comprised 
of critiques by Christian missionaries, Orientalist scholars, and British officials of Indian cultural and religious beliefs and 
practices. Subsequently, indigenous responses to these critiques varied, although almost all responses were offered by Indian 
intelligentsia. Both waves, despite insisting that social and religious reform was necessary, disagreed on how reform should be 
enacted. 

This paper adds to studies of reform in colonial India by looking at the works of Gujarati thinker and reformer Dalpatram 
Dahyabhai Travadi (1820-1898). Dalpatram, a prolific writer engaged with multiple writing genres during his lifetime, often used 
his works to promulgate his approach to individual and societal improvement. At the core of this approach was the necessity of 
self-reflection to identify internal vices and replace them, through vigilant self-discipline, with virtues beneficial for greater society. 



This paper will analyze one of Dalpatram’s comedic plays, titled Mithyābhimān (1879), to better understand how he used humor 
and satire to popularize this mode of self-reformation. It will then discuss how Dalpatram’s conceptualization and method for 
reform, while idiosyncratic in many ways, was also reflective of a growing belief amidst 19th-century Gujarati thinkers, leaders, 
and writers that there was an intimate connection between individual, religious, and societal purity and progress. 
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This panel will look into the articulation of New Religious Movements (NRMs) or “spiritualities” with the “no religion” affiliation 
(or “nones”) phenomenon, and its meaning regarding the relevance of scholars’ conclusions about the continuations or 

disruptions of the “spiritual but not religious” (Fuller, 1963) process across the world. 
Indeed, the religious “nones” have been of great importance for researchers and sociologists since 1957. In the United States, 
the Gallup Survey introduced the “none” category for the first time after World War II. The increase in the number of Americans 

who choose or identify themselves as “non religious” when asked about their religious preferences in traditional surveys has 
been of significant interest over the past fifty years (Baker and Smith 2009; Hout and Fisher 2002, 2006; Stark 2008). This 
trend is also true for Europe and most of the world according to recent studies (Pew Forum Center, 2017; Drescher, 2013). 
Within the scope of New Religious Movements, considering the rise of the numbers of people with no clear affiliation across 
the world, how do scholars should study and analyze the various responses from the surveyed population? How reliable are 

the different studies showing the increasing of the “nones” population, and to what extend does it correlate the supposed 
resulting disruption or interruption of the new religious movements across the world? Many groups among this trend observed 

throughout the world tend to blur the lines of reality: how should we consider the many who participate simultaneously to 
various spiritual or religious affiliations and declare themselves “nones”? 

 

The Definition of Quasi- And Pseudo-Religions Movements: New Religions, “No Religion Spiritualities” 
or Non-Religious Phenomenon? 

Yaroslav Yuvsechko 

Khmelnytsky National University 

The report deals with actual problem of current stage of religious sphere’s development – the emergence and vigorous activity 
of movements and organizations that can be characterized as quasi-religious or pseudo-religious. The essence and formal 
features of pseudo-religions among a wide spectrum of new religious phenomena are defined. Also we research the 
characteristics of quasi-religions as the separate phenomena that operate mainly in the form of secular organizations and try to 
transform the identity of its members in their desired direction. It is emphasized that these concepts are not identical and require 
of separate religious studies research. But it can be considered that common to both phenomena is only their arising at the 
boundaries between sacred and secular. It is difficult to attribute specific religious movements to the category of "pseudo-
religion", because signs of such belonging are still the subject of religious studies discussions. 

In the author's opinion, quasi-religions are organizations that don’t position themselves as religious but can be perceived as 
religious in a certain extent. For example, quasi-religions include groups of mutual support as well as numerous groups of 
personal or professional growth, spiritic or witch clubs, groups of healthy eating and vegetarianism, network marketing 
organizations (for example, Amway) and even the community of Apple brand admirers. All quasi-religious organizations can be 
characterized as Identity Transformation Organizations. 

Pseudo-religious are organizations that manifest their religiosity, but are not always religious in nature. The term "pseudo-
religion" refers to the anticipated but deceptive similarity. These organizations position themselves and act as religious, however, 
in fact, do not have a sacred nucleus. We can cite the following examples of today’s pseudo-religious organizations: Jediism, 
Rastafarian movements, Pastafarianism (Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster) and others. 

 

The Cultic Oppositional Subcultures of Messianic Jews and Isa'e in an Age of Globalization 

Richard Croft 

University of Eastern Finland 

Cantwell Smith (1962) proposed that the concept of 'religion' is at an end and instead we should consider 'cumulative tradition' 
and 'faith'. Cumulative tradition corresponds to social constructivism yet with the idea that there is a core - a faith - something 
which people love and serve (worship); and which has through history been added to in different language and cultural contexts. 
Now in our secular age when these religious constructs are being abandoned and even aggressively challenged, then the 
opportunity arises to re-evaluate the core, as a spirituality. For the Messianic Jews and Isa'e, that is Christ, the Scriptures and 
also for some of them 'cultic' mystical experiences (Campbell 2002). This enables them to aggressively reject the previous 
cultural context that has been constructed around Christ, and so to develop new cultural contexts. They ask, "Is not Jesus 
Jewish?" but we observe what kind of Jewish - living Jewish faith - progressive - even anti-religious - secular humanistic Judaism 
or religious? However, once that step is made to separate Jesus from Europe - then it gives a platform to engage Jesus without 
the aggressive oppressive cultural context - the 'religion'. This step then helps Muslims (Isa'e) to engage Jesus without 
Christianity and so then through Jesus to engage the modern world, and to mix their traditional culture with new creative 
initiatives? We observe some Isa'e are secular Muslims and some are a new mix of Muslim culture and the Bible. Essentially by 
deconstructing Christianity to its basic elements, exposing its core in its original context, do we find a more relational progressive 
creative faith? The result is a mix of conservative with cultural flexibility (classic liberal), so something old and yet new, and 
something owned but not dictated; instead reasoned. 

 

Diminishing Faith in Central Europe? Some International Comparison on Structural Background of the 
Nones in Post-Commuist countries 

Tatiana Zachar Podolinska1, Juraj Majo2 
1Institute of Ethnology and Social Anthropology SAS, Slovak Republic; 2Department of Human Geography and Demography, 

Comenius University, Bratislava, Slovak Republic 



At the beginning of the new millennium religion Europe is going through some radical changes post-traditional, post-industrial 
and knowledge-based society. The process of transition is connected with modernization linked inherently with 
detraditionalization, secularization, individualization and (de)privatization of religion. The contribution is focused on growing trend 
of secularization in European countries. Spatiality of secularisation in Europe poses very essential questions on roots and 
ingredients of its evolution and distribution. Even former Eastern-Europe is not unanimous in the level of secularization of its 
populations. The contribution further focuses on religiously unaffiliated people, or so called nones and their correlation with basic 
demographic characteristics (age, gender, social status and living urban/rural environment) and their distribution in Central 
Eastern European countries (CEE). We try to evaluate some elementary differences in the population of nones in CEE as being 
historically diverse in its experience of atheization and succumbing to secular trends. There are various demographic aspects 
we try to underpin, such as nones being raised in non-religion and nonverts, urban/rural dichotomies, and aspects of the faith of 
this sample. Major source of information basis is provided by ISSP religion 2008/1998 data. 

 

Scientologists Disguised as “None”? Census and Other Controversies in Counting Scientologists 

Massimo Introvigne 

CESNUR, Italy 

From South Korea to United States and Europe, scholars of new religious movements suspect that members of recently 
established religions are under-counted in censuses and census-like reports such as the American Religious Identification 
Survey (ARIS). In South Korea, scholars believe that local new religions count their members in the millions, yet censuses limit 
the adherents of the largest groups to some tens of thousands. Some, such as Don Baker, have concluded that Koreans who 
report their religious affiliation as “none” may in fact indicate that they are not members of a “traditional” religion, but may well 
have joined a new religion. 
Counting Scientologists is a notoriously difficult exercise. How many Scientologists are there in the world, and in the U.S.? And 
is Scientology gaining or losing members? These questions may seem simple, but aren’t. First, the answer depends on how a 
“Scientologist” is defined. Scientology’s constituency may be described as made of concentric circles. A core circle of “members” 
regards Scientology as its primary religious identity and devotes to the religion a substantial amount of time. Another circle 
includes those who visit Scientology center (“orgs”) with some regularity. And there is a larger circle of those who only vis it an 
org occasionally. The paper discusses the problems in using censuses and tools such as ARIS in trying to count Scientologists 
and the corresponding controversies, suggesting that Scientologists, like members of other new religions all over the world, may 
in fact hide their identity under categories such as “other” or “none.” 
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This panel includes contributions that, using various methodological approaches (such as history of Christianity, religious 
studies, exegesis, reception history), aim to analyze the multifaceted character of Christianity in Late Antique Egypt (2nd-6th 

centuries), with special reference to the continuities and discontinuities that can be observed in the history of the religious 
traditions in that area, in several matters: theological doctrines, practices, ecclesiology, etc. This is related to the issue of the 
multiple religious identities in Late Antique Egypt. As is well known, the various religious groups in Late Antique Egypt were 

involved in complex processes of identity construction (also with theological-political implications). Different groups had 
different self-conceptions and self-representations, and variously perceived or labelled other groups. Identity construction 
developed through both continuities and disruptions, interactions and conflicts; the reception of given texts and traditions 

played a key role. Papers in this panel address issues such as the way in which certain texts were produced, used, or 
interpreted in one or more given group(s), also through different periods (for example, Enochic, Platonic, Orphic, and Gnostic 
sources will be considered); the self-perception and representation of “others” in texts or documents produced by, used by, or 

speaking of various groups and traditions in Late Antique Egypt, such as Gnostic, Monastic, and other Christian groups, as 
well as non-Christian ones, from the perspective of their stance towards continuity and discontinuity with a given religious 
tradition; the relationships between different religious groups in Late Antique Egypt; reflections upon certain key terms and 

concepts attested in the sources from that context. 

 

Religious Plurality and Fluidity in Late Antique Egypt: The Historical Context and Some Case Studies 

Andrea Annese, Francesco Berno 

Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 

This paper aims at introducing the scientific goals of the present panel, by contextualizing it in current research and providing 
some significant case studies. The historical context of Late Antique Egypt (2nd-6th centuries) was characterized by religious 
plurality and fluidity: diverse groups, different (and multiple) identities. This contribution wants to highlight the key role played by 
the reception of given texts and traditions, by presenting some examples of texts that circulated, were used (and, in some cases, 
also produced), and were interpreted in different groups or milieux and related literature. Two non-canonized gospels, the Gospel 
according to Thomas and the Greek Gospel according to the Egyptians, will be discussed, also considering their relationship 
with “Gnosticism” and “Encratism.” Another significant example of the high degree of textual and religious interaction in Late 
Antique Egypt is provided by the use, the re-use, and the mis-use of the Watchers’ myth. At different stages of development of 
Coptic literature and in different doctrinal and political environments, it is possible to detect various apocryphal versions of the 
biblical angels’ tale, as well as to observe their continuities and their turning points. 

 

Before Plotinus. Orphic Tradition and Platonism in some ‘Basilidian’ Fragments 

Daniele Tripaldi 

Alma Mater Studiorum - Università di Bologna, Italy 

The paper will focus on several passages from the ‘Hippolytean’ report on Basilides of Alexandria, all relating to the three 
Sonships fathered by the Unnamed God. Possible sources of the triad will be examined and the question of the Platonic 
background of their interpretation addressed, as to highlight the complex interplay of mythological material and dense 
philosophical exegesis at work in the fragments under focus – far denser than ‘Hippolytus’ simplistic Aristotelian reading 
presupposes. In such a way, the multiple identities in progress of an Alexandrian intellectual milieu of Jesus’ followers will 
eventually emerge, a milieu striving to offer a more systematic resumé of theogony, cosmogony and Heilsgeschichte, by 
combining into a single world-view Orphic mythologizing and philosophical ideas, Israel’s sacred books and early Christian 
writings as their own “sources of thought”. 

 

“Prey to Nightmares” (Gos.Truth, 28): Adopting a Platonic Vocabulary of Emotions in Fourth-Century 
Egypt 

Eduard Iricinschi 

Ruhr University Bochum, Germany 

Without a designated title of its own, the Gospel of Truth is a second-century homily which strings together a collection of 
meditations and parables around two major themes: the creation of the universe out of Error and Ignorance and the coming of a 
Savior with a message of knowledge meant to fix the world. In this text, the Father of the Gospel of Truth is a supreme deity 
encompassing all the aeons, the eternal realms included within itself. This supreme deity keeps itself at distance, out of the 
cognitive reach of the aeons. This divine self-effacement induced a generous amount of anxiety into all the aeons: they sank in 
terror, ignorance, and finally into fog and error. The rest of creation and ensuing existence of humans unraveled, according to 
the author of the Gospel of Truth, in the overall register of error, which affects every cognitive function, night or day. This paper 
will adopt Barbara Rosenwein’s work on the social construction of medieval feelings Emotional Communities in the Early Middle 
Ages (2006), to describe the possible fourth-century readers of the Coptic translation of the Gospel of Truth, as an “emotional 
community.” According to Rosenwein, the norms and styles emotional communities use to articulate their emotions are quite 
influential in determining the forms of religious expression. Analyzing the ways in which the Gospel of Truth describes the 
ontological regime of ignorance and error as nightmares, and as dream landscapes depicted in terrifying colors and powerful 
tones, this paper will argue that the religious expression prevalent in the Gospel of Truth is articulated through a Platonic 
vocabulary of emotions. 
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The past decade has seen a revival in the application of semiotic theory to religious studies. From the 1960s through the 
1980s, there was a modest surge of interest among religious studies scholars in semiotic methodologies. Due to several 
factors, such as criticism of the structuralist premises of much of 20th century semiotics and a lack of confidence in the 

fruitfulness of semiotic models, this interest fell into a general abeyance (Robert Yelle, 2013). In the 2000s, a revival in semiotic 
studies of religion began,. Two signposts are worth a special mention: The publication of the first monograph with a title 

Semiotics of Religion (Robert Yelle(2013)) and Mediation and Immediacy: The Semiotic Turn in the Study of Religion, an 
international conference held in Turin in 2016. This session focuses on modifying or rethinking semiotic approaches and 
methodologies, especially for the study of religious change. Such reconfigurations are necessary to avoid the problems 

associated with older semiotic approaches For example, instead of attempting to establish universally valid semiotic structures, 
current semiotic studies of religion often look at explaining sign-making and sign-usage in particular historical periods. We 
invite papers by scholars in semiotics, religious studies, theology, philosophy, and cultural studies who have an interest in 

understanding religious change from a semiotic perspective. We welcome papers dealing with (but not limited to) the following 
topics in connection with religious studies: semiosphere(s), Peircean semiotics, biosemiotics, modelling systems, Greimassian 

analysis, cognitive semiotics, social discourse theory, somatic semiotics, and the contemporary relevance of late ancient, 
medieval, and early modern semiotic systems. 

 

NeMoSanctI – A semiotic study of sanctity: the Bibliotheca Sanctorum 

Jenny Ponzo 

University of Turin, Italy 

NeMoSanctI is the research project (funded by the European Research Council, g.a. no. 757314) that studies how Catholic 
saints have been offered as models of life perfection to hundreds of thousands of people worldwide and how the modelization of 
sanctity has changed in the 20th century, especially after the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). NeMoSanctI’s analysis 
focuses on a wide corpus of texts including norms issued by the Church to regulate canonization procedures and the criteria for 
defining sainthood, acts of causes for canonization, hagiographies, and literary texts featuring saints as characters. Semiotics 
constitutes the methodological framework of the project, in that it allows to analyze in a coherent and fruitful manner texts 
belonging to different genres and to approach sanctity as a model of life perfection mediated through a plurality of channels and 
by different subjects. The application of semiotics to the study of sanctity thus integrates the scholarship by now developed in 
the fields of semiotics of religion, of law, and of literature. NeMoSanctI’s approach is characterized in particular by a focus on 
axiological and narrative structures underlying the texts composing the corpus. 

As a case study, I will present a semiotic analysis of the Bibliotheca Sanctorum, the first volume of which was published in 1961. 
The Bibliotheca constitutes the first hagiographic collection deliberately organized as an encyclopaedia, thus contrasting with 
traditional hagiographic collections, mostly organized on a calendar basis. I will both show how the structural organization of the 
Bibliotheca responds to the innovative values proposed by the Second Vatican Council and analyse a sample of life stories 
included in the Bibliotheca to outline some recurring models which are representative of the 20th-century conceptualization of 
canonized sanctity. 

 

On the semiotics of space in the study of religions: theoretical perspectives and methodological 
challenges 

Tatsuma Padoan1,2 
1University College Cork, Ireland; 2SOAS, University of London 

This paper will explore the possibility to investigate space in religious discourses from a semiotic point of view, by examining the 
theoretical potentials of this approach, and the methodological issues involved in addressing social and historical change. After 
a short discussion of different theoretical scenarios, and of previous attempts to apply semiotics to the study of ritual space, I will 
focus on the ethnographic study of a Shugen community of ascetic practice in Japan, the Tsukasakō lay group affiliated to the 
Tenpōrinji temple on Mt Kongō, connected to the current revival of the pilgrimage to the twenty-eight sūtra mounds in Katsuragi 
(Katsuragi no nijūhasshuku kyōzuka). Through the semiotic analysis of this ethnographic case concerning a revivalist group of 
ascetics, I will try to challenge the still too common view of semiotics as a theory of timeless symbols and representation. On the 
contrary, following the works of Paris School semioticians like A. J. Greimas, P. Fabbri, M. Hammad, J. Fontanille and E. 
Landowski, and the material semiotic trend developed from their ideas by B. Latour, semiotics will emerge here as a theory of 
actions, passions, body and materiality, based on an innovative conception of space as object of value and interacting subject, 
where social change is integrated into a sacred landscape through a practice of ritual enunciation performed by human and 
nonhuman actors. 

 

The Semiosphere: A Tool for Understanding Religious Aspects of Migration 

Jason Cronbach Van Boom 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Juri Lotman is perhaps best known for his concept of the semiosphere. The semosphere is the zone or sphere of all sign-
production, sign-use, and sign-interpretation. It is, however, not simply the "place" where semiotic activity occurs, but even more 
importantly provides the conditions that make such activity possible. Initially introduced in 1984 as part of the Tartu-Moscow 
School's programme of cultural studies, it has since found application in other areas, especially zoosemiotics. This paper argues 
that Lotman’s semiosphere helps us understand how migration affects religious identity and practice. When individuals and 
groups move from one region or country to another, they do not only change physical locations. Movement in physical space 
simultaneously constitutes a movement in semiotic space. Lotman's semiosphere is heterogenous and dynamic. It consists of 
numerous semiotic sub-structures, each of which has its own boundaries with extra-semiotic spaces. Different parts of physical 



geography have different relations with parts of the semiosphere. Hence, migration changes the context of the signification of 
religious identity and the interpretation of religious activities. Even if migrants retain the same signifiers, how those signifiers 
operate changes, sometimes in drastic ways. As a case study, the paper looks at the life of Michael Heilprin (1823-1888), a 
Polish Jewish polymath, poet, and revolutionary who migrated first to Hungary and then to the United States. Throughout his life, 
Heilprin's self-representation as a Jew followed some consistent themes, but these had very different social and professional 
consequences in his two adopted "new homelands." 

 

Religion as relegere: on the role of attention in the discernment of religious meaning 

Michael L. Raposa 

Lehigh University, United States of America 

From the beginning until the end of an illustrious philosophical career that spanned five decades, Charles S. Peirce characterized 
the self as a sign, more accurately, as a form of living semiosis. What that sign comes to mean, he asserted very early on, is a 
function of how the self chooses to pay attention, of both the quality and the object of its attention. 

This paper will explore the very different role that attention plays in shaping each of the distinctive modes of inference that Peirce 
identified in his logical investigations: abduction, deduction, and induction. Special emphasis will fall on the first of these, 
abduction or hypothetical inference, since Peirce suggested in his 1908 article, “A Neglected Argument for the Reality of God,” 
that “musement” ought to be regarded as a form of abduction. As such, it requires that the muser exercise a very special kind of 
attention, moreover, that this exercise be repeated with enough regularity so as to constitute both an experiment and a religious 
practice. Indeed, the repetitive nature of this mode of behavior, I will propose, is crucial to understanding its religious significance. 
The religious meaning embodied in any given text—whether it be a scriptural text, or some other person as living legisign, or the 
book of nature (which Peirce referred to as God’s “great poem”)—is accessible not to the casual reader but only to one committed 
to the mindful practice of rereading (relegere). Peirce’s semiotic and theory of inquiry are invaluable resources for anyone hoping 
to understand what it means to read in such a fashion. It is by thus reading and rereading, not in solitude but as the member of 
an unlimited community, that the self becomes an interpretant of this universe “perfused with signs.” 
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The panel addresses the topic of ‘Religious Studies and Cold War’, that is the issue of the slow disclosure of Eastern and 
Western blocs for a debate on the so-called scientific, non-confessional, academic studies of religions. We welcome 

presentations with new data concerning this matter by focusing on the history of the “International Association for the History of 
Religions” (IAHR) founded in 1950 under the umbrella organization of the UNESCO/CIPSH. With this panel we aim to 

reconstruct the process of the affiliation of Central and Eastern European national groups of scholars to the IAHR from the de-
Stalinization to the establishment of the European Union. For this, a network of historians engaged in this field shall set in 

motion a debate on the IAHR as a world-wide open society of scholars, built across and after the Iron Curtain: on its 
achievements and failures and its future prospects. Special attention will be given to the birth of the European Association for 

the Study of Religions in the framework of the IAHR. 

 

Science and Diplomacy: The Membership of the Hungarian National Group to the IAHR in the Context of 
the 1956 Revolution 

Valerio Severino 

University of Rome La Sapienza, Italy - Hungarian Academy of Sciences 

The paper focuses on the key-study of Hungary that was the first Socialist state, member of the Warsaw Pact, which joined the 
IAHR-CIPSH/UNESCO with an official national group of scholars, i.e. the Magyar Vallástudományi Társaság (Hungarian Society 
for the Academic Study of Religion, MVT) which belonged to the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (MTA). The paper seeks to 
give new pieces of documentary evidence on the involvement of the MVT starting from the De-Stalinization period until the epoch 
of the détente. It investigates the fact that the membership-process took place close in time to the Hungarian Uprising, by 
reflecting on the intersection of History of religions studies and foreign policies under the impact of the Cold War. In this respect, 
I present the results of my investigation at the archives of the MTA, at Budapest, and in Italy at the archive of the President of 
the IAHR, Raffaele Pettazzoni, hosted in San Giovanni in Persiceto. 

 

Polish research on religion and its connections with the international religious studies organisations 

Henryk Hoffmann1, Piotr Stawiński2 
1University of Pardubice, Czech Republic; 2University of Silesia, Poland 

The Polish Society for the Study of Religions (Polish abbreviation: PTR) is a scientific society established in 1958 by a group of 
scholars of religious studies to propagate and deepen the knowledge of the field. Until 1963, the PTR led research via Ośrodek 
Badań Naukowych [Scientific Research Centre]. In 1960, it took over the “Euhemer. Przegląd Religioznawczy” journal, previously 
published by the Association of Atheists and Freethinkers (from 1992 renamed as “Przegląd Religioznawczy”). Since 1963, the 
PTR has been affiliated to the Polish Academy of Sciences. 

From the beginning, the PTR was dominated by Marxist scholars. Official documents stated that the Society is based on the 
concepts of historical materialism, secular ideology, and is working alongside with organisations supporting the secularisation of 
the society. 

From 1970 (Congress in Stockholm), the PTR has been affiliated to the IAHR. Witold Tyloch (1927 – 1990) was one of the most 
active representatives of the Polish religious studies within the IAHR, and was the main organiser of the IAHR’s Second 
Methodological Conference that took place in 1979 in Warsaw (Current Progress in the Methodology of the Science of Religion, 
ed. Witold Tyloch,Warsaw 1984), and of another one organised in cooperation with the IAHR in 1989 with main theme: Religious 
Studies in the Context of Social Sciences. Methodological and Theoretical Reports (Polish Society for the Science of Religions, 
Warsaw 1990). 

In 2005, a conference was organised with the cooperation of the Institute for the History of Religion (Jagiellonian University) and 
the IAHR, during which EASR (European Association for the Study of Religions) was established (with the notable effort of M. 
Pye). First EASR president was Giulia Gasparro, with Halina Grzymała-Moszczyńska as the vice president. 

During the IAHR Congress in Toronto in 2010, the organisation ISORECEA initiated in Poland was accepted. 

 

From Scientific Atheism to the Study of Religion on the Example of CASR Development 

Tomáš Bubík 

Palacký University Olomouc, Czech Republic 

The development of the Czech study of religion (CSR) has its origins in the 1920s. After forty-years’ discontinuation due to state 
communism, its development was restored in the very beginning of the democratic changes in the early 1990s. However, this 
re-establishment was undoubtedly conditioned by institutional and personal motivations, that is, enabled by certain scientific and 
cultural background of scholarship without which it would not be feasible. This fact is confirmed if we compare the varying degrees 
of development of the study of religion in the countries of CEE. Therefore, it was not an automatic result of historical logic of 
political changes. Based on a comparison of historical developments of the discipline in CEE countries since 1989, the diversity 
becomes even more striking. In some of these countries, study of religion became a full-fledged part of academic life and 
institutions even incorporated into international ones. On the other hand, in some countries the discipline has not developed and 
has not become part of international context. In this respect, the example of the CSR can be interesting. In 2020, it will celebrate 
the 30th anniversary of the founding of its Association, i.e. 30 years of its systematic, stable and, within its possibilities, dynamic 
development. So my paper will answer the following questions: what were the predispositions of the CSR post-1989 
development? Has it been conditioned, for example, by the "unorthodox" concept of scientific atheism during the Communist era 
or by the liberal approach in theology or both, or was it an interplay of a number of other socio-cultural circumstances? Or was it 
just a pure coincidence in the sense of the right people appearing in the right time at the right place? And how was the institutional 
network of CSR created with EASR and IAHR? 

 



The history of religion under the veil of “scientific atheism”: the short life of the Association of the 
Soviet Historians of Religion 

Marianna Shakhnovich 

State Saint-Petersburg University, Russian Federation 

The presentation will investigate the creation of the Association of Soviet Historians of Religion in the fall of 1990. This association 
was founded during the period of the “Perestroika”, in the wave of the early transformations of the relations between the church 
and the state and the decline in the influence of party organs on the activities of academic and educational institutions, as a 
searching for the new forms of interaction with international cultural organizations. The brief history of this association, which 
was ready to cooperate with the International Association for the History of Religions, was associated with a change in the 
political situation in the country, which led to the dissolution of the CPSU and the collapse of the Soviet Union. The subsequent 
history of associations of scholars of religion in Russia fully reflects the presence of different vectors in understanding the 
ideological and formal foundations of such associations, the problems of finding a reasonable compromise, and the difficulties 
associated with the existence of independent NGOs in the country. 
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What is called Tantra is a religious phenomenon that throughout the centuries was appropriated by and adapted to the Indian 
mainstream religions in and outside South Asia. Tantra, indeed, is a non-univocal religious phenomenon which since the 
middle of the first millennium CE spread out from South Asia to Central, Eastern and South-eastern Asia affecting both 

Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical religious systems. A large number of scholarly researches have been conducted in order to 
shed light on its origins through the lens of textual, anthropological, archaeological, historical-artistic, historical-religious studies 

but more rarely combining different disciplines. Recently, a number of studies combining indological and ethnographical 
studies emerged as relevant in the methodological approach (ethno-indology) to the study of pre-modern Tantra in order to 

decipher its cross-cultural connotation. 
Currently, there is no agreement on Tantra’s origins, and what Tantra was before its integration within the mainstream 

Brahmanic and non-Brahmanic religious ideologies is obscure yet. While some scholars claimed Tantra as a mainly Brahmanic 
phenomenon, which was successively appropriated by non-Brahmanic religious systems, it cannot be ignored that a number of 

ethno-indological studies has pointed out that a cross-cultural dialectic between Brahmanic and South Asian pre-Vedic 
traditions stands at the origin of Tantra. The later involvement of heterodox Brahmanic Śaiva sects in the formation of Tantric 

Buddhism is still dubious. 
In fact, there is no one peculiar Tantric religious system but a number of different systems, across and outside South Asia 
throughout the centuries emerged, which have blended and confused non-orthodox religious elements within the folds of 

mainstream religions. Although Tantra found a fertile ground in influencing popular, folk, low-caste and village religions and 
deities, it was also embraced and actively patronised by many Buddhist and Hindu royal dynasties since the Gupta Empire’s 

fall in the sixth century. 
Tantra, indeed, has been considered a vehicle to spread political and religious ideas basing on the fact that its extremely 

transgressive rituals, such as blood sacrifices and sexual rites, have been an instrument to produce a dangerous power, which 
could only be harnessed by the Tantric king. Unfortunately, there is no certain evidence on the origin of this non-orthodox 

practices although they mark a grade of discontinuity with mainstream Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical religions tracing, 
thus, an evident path of dialectic between pure and impure, noa and taboo, orthodox and heterodox, mainstream and marginal 

that has affected Tantra throughout its history. 
Moving across disciplines and methodologies, the purpose of this panel is to explore the multifarious aspects of Tantra, taking 
into account canonical and non-canonical elements through the analysis, interrelation, comparison and interpretation of data 
such as but not limited to textual, historical, archaeological, iconographical and iconological, architectural, and ethnographic 

ones. Pure empirical papers as well as papers that intertwine empirical and theoretical methodology are very welcomed. 
Therefore this panel aims to put together interdisciplinary studies which focus on the dialectic between Tantra and South Asian 

mainstream religions in any geographical and historical context. 

 

Reasoning against the Hypothesis of the Sculptural Mandalas in the Buddhist Art of Ratnagiri: Probing 
into the Iconography 

Sushma Trivedi 

Navyug PG College, University of Lucknow, India 

Mandala mode of worship is a prominent feature of Buddhist tantric practices. Mandala is a diagrammatic representation of a 
congregation of Gods and Goddesses of different stature and possessed of different endowments, perceived as tool for 
meditation in performance of Sadhana to evoke powers of the presiding deity of the Mandala within the Sadhaka . There is a 
large body of Vajrayana literature exclusively devoted to the mandalas of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. Most of these texts were 
originally written in India, but, paradoxically, finding traces of mandala worship in mainstream Buddhism of India has been difficult. 
. Hence, ambiguity remains about the practice of tantra. 

There have been speculations about the architectural plan of Borobodur being based on mandala pattern. Recently, American 
scholar Prof. T.E. Donaldson has expressed similar possibility of "Sculptural mandalas" at the site of Ratnagiri in Odisha in India. 
Ratnagiri is a comparatively newer site in Buddhist archaeology as it was excavated in 1958-60 and its report has been published 
in 1981 by the superintending Archaeologist of this mission Debala Mitra. It has unravelled a spectacular world of Buddha remains 
including massive stupa, most significantly, more than eight hundred miniature, mostly monolithic stupas. These stupas invariable 
bear exquisitely and perfectly carved deities which are generally believed to be belonging to the Tantra pantheon. It has 
encouraged scholars to believe that the miniature stupas were arranged to form mandalas. 

This study argues against this hypothesis on the following grounds: 

1. Textual readings 

2. Evolution of relevant iconography 

3. Epigraphic material 

4. Material culture of the site 

5. Linkages with other contemporary sites. 

On the basis of the analysis of the sources, it is concluded that a distinct inclusive form of Buddhism was practiced which stood 
at the junction of the blurring boundaries between Mahayan and Tantra. 

¯ 

 

“Devī needs these rituals!” Negotiating popularity and ritual efficacy in a Śrīvidyā tradition in flux 

Monika Esther Hirmer 

School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) - University of London, United Kingdom 



The degree to which Śrīvidyā traditions fluctuate between conforming to Brahmanical expectations and remaining at the margins 
of mainstream Hinduism has been extensively discussed (Goudriaan 1979; Brooks 1992; Padoux 1998). Such evaluations 
primarily build upon the analysis of texts from various epochs or upon the juxtaposition of observed practices with textual 
prescriptions, leaving the actual process of how a Śrīvidyā tradition negotiates its identity between esoteric and orthodox 
tendencies mostly unexplored. 

Building upon extensive ethnographic fieldwork among Śrīvidyā practitioners in South India, I will present an anthropological 
case study whereby the conflicting forces that underlie such a dialectic emerge prominently. Following the sudden demise of my 
informants’ guru, a series of measures have been undertaken in the attempt to gradually reconfigure the tradition as part of 
mainstream Śaktism. 

The focus of my presentation will be on kalavahana, a ritual unique to the disciples of the erstwhile guru aimed at embodying the 
Goddess. The analysis of the ritual’s transformation will serve as a starting point from where to trace the dynamics underlying 
the changes affecting this tradition at large. Firstly, I will ask what drives and political tensions such transformations respond to. 
Secondly, I will observe the degree to which rituals thus altered maintain efficacy; in doing so, I will reflect on the epistemological 
and ontological premises that practitioners must hold in order for kalavahana and the larger ritual body to still be efficacious. 

I will argue that what appears as a negotiation between popularity (adopting mainstream traits) and continuity (maintaining 
esoteric qualities) is, ultimately, a contention between fundamentally diverging worldviews and modes of being, each endorsing 
particular conditions that determine the possibility of ritual efficacy. 

 

Tantra: Its Brahminical Appropriation and the Present Goddesses Tradition in India 

Shubhi Rai 

Jawahar Lal Nehru University, India 

Many writings on the Goddesses Tradition in India have a tendency to homogenize the diverse goddesses as ‘one’ or as the 
various forms and manifestation of ‘Devi’ (supreme goddess). These goddesses are popularly said to represent the Shakti, a 
creative divine feminine force nurturing the world. Tantra is also identified closely with the goddess’s tradition to the extent that 
sometimes no distinction is made between Shaktism and Tantra. But the question arises that when Tantra already acknowledged 
or consisted of goddess worship what is Shaktism then? Is Tantra and Shaktism same? Or is there a possibility that in order to 
appropriate Tantra, Shaktism was invented and may be due to this reason, origin of Tantra is still shrouded in mystery. Tantra 
itself was a much latter phenomenon in the religious history of India, the question then arises that why it occurred at all, why was 
it appropriated at all, if it was? How this appropriation of Tantra was actualized and manifested in the religious history of India till 
date? To acknowledge this is important, for it provides an insight into how the present religion of India is shaped. Secondly this 
exercise will also reveal that how the consensus for the oppression of lower caste is produced and legitimized. This paper intends 
to explore these questions and to build my arguments I will draw insights majorly from Dr. Ambedkar’s Riddles in Hinduism and 
other scholars who beg to differ on the question of Tantra. Till now in the history of social sciences, no one has looked at the 
Goddesses tradition as critically as Dr. Ambedkar does who rejects the idea that Goddesses are all “one”, the very idea which 
Hinduism has invoked for mass devotion and appropriation unequivocally. 

 
  



S048D: The Regime of “Spirituality” and the Culture of Well-Being in 
Neoliberal Societies IV 

Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - Lecture Theatre 
Session Chair: Geraldine Mossiere 

While the role of secularization and individualism in the transformation of religions and religious patterns is now widely 
acknowledged, research now points to the interaction between contemporary religious behaviours on one hand, and the many 
facets of the neoliberal and consumerist paradigm and its diffusion in all spheres of social life on the other hand. Among them, 

the thriving culture of well-being probably owes part of its success to the popularization of psychological theories to which it 
intermingles more than often, but also to the leverage of resources offered by religious traditions. As the latter are restated 
under the umbrella term of “spirituality” now aimed at working on the self, bettering the individual and equipping her/him for 

social life, they are redesigned to meet the impetus of leading a “good life”, maximizing one’s potential and focusing on one’s 
subjectivity. While critics have emphasized the social bias of this new trend towards a category of privileged actors, other 

accounts testify to the deep penetration of these self-realisation and well-being tropes within mainstream culture. Certainly, 
empirical and critical studies can bring more to this conversation, which has not been given the place it deserves as an overt 

thematic within the discipline. 
In this session, we invite papers to discuss the dynamics between the contemporary regime of spirituality, ethics of well-being 

and the consumerist/neoliberal paradigm; all disciplinary lenses are welcome (anthropology, sociology, religious sciences, 
history, psychology, ethnology, philosophy). 

Among others, the following topics could be addressed: 
- Who are the actors of the culture of well-being and how do they appropriate religious rituals, prescriptions or myth? 

- How does this contemporary movement lead to revisit and redefine the notion of “spirituality” beyond its Western historical 
understanding? What about the initial esoteric dimension of spirituality? 

- How do they negotiate with religious authority and traditions, and how do religious authorities and traditions negotiate with 
their new presence? 

- How do digital communication technologies shape and participate in this movement? 
- How does the material aspect of religion contribute to assert the influence of the culture of well-being in religious behaviours? 

- Is there a gendered dimension in the dynamic between well-being and religion? Does it correspond to a general 
“feminization” of religion? 

- What kind of ethics and moralities emerge from this contact zone between well-being and spirituality? 
- What are the best theoretical and analytical framework for understanding these transformations (marketization, 

secularisation, post-secularity, de-secularisation)? 
- What consistency should we give the term “spirituality” in the analysis of this movement? Should it be kept as a purely “emic” 

notion, or should it be developed into a sociological concept? 

 

Forest Bathing on the Junction between Wellbeing Culture and Enchanted Ecologies 

Henrik Ohlsson 

Södertörn University, Sweden 

Wellbeing culture, or indeed the larger trend of spirituality and the subjective turn (Heelas & Woodhead 2005) can with some 
justification be taken as manifestations of neoliberal individualism and consumerism, promoting – or even sanctifying – self-
interest and hedonistic indulgence. However, by taking into account the holistic philosophical basis of much of contemporary 
wellbeing culture, and its close relation to certain, likewise holistic, trends of ecological awareness, which I will here refer to as 
enchanted ecologies, we may develop a deeper, more complex understanding. The promotion of individual wellbeing is very 
often not a selfish pursuit (Partridge 2005). Rather, seeing oneself as part of a larger whole means that the wellbeing of the 
individual and the wellbeing of other people and nature are interdependent. Based on interviews, participatory observations, and 
textual material, I will discuss the growing trend of forest bathing (or forest and nature therapy), which seems to emerge right out 
of this junction between wellbeing culture and enchanted ecologies. One key to understanding the apparent paradoxes or 
conflicts in this field of tension might be to pay close attention to notions of the self. Arne Naess has famously made a distinction 
between the narrow ego and the ecological self (Naess 1995), the latter of which may encompass other living beings, the 
landscape in which one lives and even the totality of nature. My study is focused on notions of the self as they appear on an 
experiential level, in my ethnographic material, as well as on an ideological/discursive level, in the movement’s own texts, and 
how this reflects larger developments in contemporary culture such as consumerism and individualization. 

 

«There are people fighting on Earth, everything is fine in Heaven»: negotiation of religious identity and 
New Age spirituality in women holistic movement 

Aleksandra Belova 

European University at St.Petersburg 

A common place for the study of religiosity in Western societies has become a statement of the increase in the number of those 
who consider themselves as “spiritual, not religious”. However, field work in the two New Age schools of women's holistic 
practices showed that participants often combine spiritual self-development exercises with institutional religiosity, staying rather 
“spiritual and religious”. Going to church coexist with meditations, neopagan ritual dancing and Hindu mantra singing. Such 
ideological interweaving forces us to make the assumption that the products existing in the “market of spirituality” are not 
necessarily the resources for constructing a new, spiritual identity. In this case, the new-age spirituality is rather an additional 
tool that serves traditional identities (in our case, gender and religion). On the other hand, the “subjective turn” and the search 
for authenticity (C. Taylor) allow us to look at the very concept of religious identification differently, presenting it as a complex 
phenomenon. Conducting a hierarchy of social identifications among consumers of female spirituality we can highlight the special 
role of family identity and work with gender issues. 

 

Spiritual labor and the culture of well-being in organizations 

Mira Karjalainen 



University of Helsinki, Finland 

The study scrutinises mindfulness and blurring boundaries in the intersection of neoliberalism and post-secularization. The 
ethnographic data was produced in an international knowledge-intensive business organization. Blurring work boundaries, 
constant negotiations and insecurities related to them are typical of knowledge professionals. Therefore, it is a fruitful ground for 
various kinds of mindfulness programmes at work, mindfulness having been integrated as a tool for the HRM and organisational 
management. Mindfulness is believed to help with being present, concentration, and attention, and thus to enhance the 
productivity and wellbeing at work. 

The research question asking what kind of meanings and aspirations mindfulness produces in the working life context was 
answered by the triangulation and analysis of data comprised of ethnographic field notes, interviews, diaries, and company 
materials. Four themes were found that emerge on both organisational and individual levels: Holistic worker, Invoking and 
rejecting spirituality, Spirituality as a solution for working life based problems, and Spirituality as an achievement. When analysing 
the material, it became evident that no appropriate theory was found in research literature to explain and combine the themes 
highlighted in the research. Thus, by using Grounded Theory, the four themes were incorporated and the new theory of spiritual 
labour was developed. Spiritual labour combines the ideas of post-secularization and new spiritualities from the sociology of 
religion along with the concept of emotional labour from organisational studies. Spiritual labour means harnessing the spirituality 
of the worker and making it part of work. The goal of workplace mindfulness is to gain a good end result from the organisation’s 
point of view: to enhance workers’ productivity, effectiveness, resilience, and wellbeing, or to reduce turnover and burnout. This 
does not exclude the increase of the workers’ wellbeing, but the focus of spiritual labour is on the goals of the organisation. 

 
  



S057B: Muslims in Post-Communist Lands: Between Traditional and Global: 
Central and South-Eastern Europe II 

Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 217 
Session Chair: Egdunas Racius 

The proposed session seeks to explore how official Islamic leadership and grassroots Muslim communities across the wider 
East-Central Europe and post-Soviet Muslim Eurasia have negotiated their post-communist transition and reacted to their 

reintegration within the wider ummah. Presented papers will discuss the implications for institutionalised Muslim ‘clergy’ and 
state-Muslim relations of the political ‘Europeanisation’ (the so-called ‘Euro-Atlantic integration’) of countries in East-Central 
Europe, and the increasing political ‘Eurasianisation’ of Russia, the Muslim Caucasus and Central Asia. The panel will also 

examine the changing meanings and practices of Islam, as well as the very nature of Islamic legal authority in countries under 
the influence of Yusuf al-Qaradawi and other ‘global muftis’. It will pay special attention to the role of self-proclaimed Islamic 

‘scholars’ active online and in social media in shaping young Muslims’ ‘untraditional’ perceptions of ‘true’ Muslim-ness and their 
complex relationship with ‘national’ Islam, constitutionally enshrined secularism and societal confessional and ethnic pluralism. 

 

"Surrendering to the States of the Heart": Sufi Ritual as a Psychosocial Intervention in postwar Sarajevo 

Zora Kostadinova 

University College London, United Kingdom 

This presentation is an ethnographic account of how postwar healing is facilitated through Sufi ritual dhikir (remembrance of 
Allah) in Sarajevo, Bosnia-Herzegovina. I look at how this process is generating a new model of modern post-socialist Muslim 
subjectivities and the way it intersects with psychoanalysis. Ritual analysis is rooted in more recent studies in self-making which, 
next to acknowledging the importance of disciplined practice (Mahmood:2004; Asad:1993) also takes into account the role of 
“transcendence” as a formative experience in Muslim subjectivities (Abenante & Vicini 2017; Robbins: 2016). Ritual efficacy is 
defined through the spontaneous encounter with emotions and divine inspired states which practitioners call “surrendering to the 
states of the heart”. I propose that this configuration closely evokes the psychoanalytic method of free association. Putting Sufi 
ritual practices in dialogue with psychoanalysis through the concept of the unconscious (Pandolfo: 2016; El Shakri: 2017) allows 
us to examine the changing meanings and practices of Islam in postwar and post-socialist context, and how this adds to the 
ongoing process on Islam as a "discurisive tradition" (Asad: 1986) in Southeast Europe. It also reveals ways in which Muslims 
in Sarajevo seek to “authenticate” Sufism as modern (Deeb: 2006) after decades of prohibition in communist Yugoslavia. This 
endeavour results with the self-narrativization of Bosnian Muslims as European, which often betrays contradictions in the 
imaginary of what makes a good and a bad Muslim. 

 

The Salafi challenge: defining and defending the “Islamic tradition of the Bosniaks” 

Zora Hesova 

Charles University Prague, Czech Republic 

The paper proposes to examine and analyse ways in which Bosnian Islamic institutions face the double challenge of (re-
)integration into the global Islamic umma after 1991’s end of Yugoslavia and of the inner pluralisation if the Islamic scene. 

While Bosnia Herzegovina is the only European country that dealt with the challenge of transnational Islamic fundamentalism on 
the basis a unified and largely self-reflective national religious institution, it did not help to ban the challenge altogether. 

The Islamic Community of BiH (ICB) came out weakened from four decades of the Yugoslav secularist regime and faced both 
external religious influences while also losing the inner monopoly on Islamic affairs. 

A series of hitherto absent or new practices, ways of organising religious life and “religious authorities” – from outside and later 
from within the country – have quite quickly grown to represent an alternative and sometimes a more or less aggressive direct 
challenge to the ICB’s religious, institutional and administrative authority. 

In this context, the paper will focus on the ICB evolving strategy in dealing with the challenge, from denial to passivity to proaction. 
It will describe several levels of challenge from Salafi groups (theological, mediatic, organisational), illustrate them in several 
examples of conflict (over space, public discourse, identity/tradition) and examine main strategies of the ICB (reclaiming 
"tradition"; reclaiming youth/media, reclaiming space). The paper will also analyse development, framing and outcome of this 
process. 

The main thesis is that while the outcome of the response to the “Salafi challenge” is still somewhat open, the European Islamic 
identity of Bosnian Muslims has come out reaffirmed, but this process has shifted religious debates onto the terrain of identity. 

 

Imams of the Muslim Religious Union in Poland. History, tradition and new developments after the fall of 
Communism 

Agata S. Nalborczyk 

Department for European Islam Studies, University of Warsaw, Poland 

Muslims have lived in the present-day territory of Poland for over 300 years, while in the historic territories of Poland for over 600 
years. During this time their legal situation has changed several times – it was due to the change of the legal system of the state, 
but also due to the course of the country’s history. For centuries, Tatars did not have a high-level local religious authority and 
were subject to external religious leadership. Local communitieselected mosque imams called mullahs. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, Muslim Tatar created their first Poland-based religious organization, the Muslim Religious Union (MZR). Each 
local community of MZR was run by its president and the board, and imams were local people hired by a community and its 
leader. 

After the fall of communism most of the imams were educated before WW2 and rather old. The situation started to change in 
2000s, when most of the old imams had died and younger imams came back after their education abroad. However they started 
to contest some traditions and customs practiced by Tatar communities for centuries and proclaimed some of them un-Islamic. 
The MZR started also to hire Turkish imams who replaced local people holding positions of imam until then. 



The paper will discuss changes in the situation of Imams within local Muslim Tatar communities: the change in the origin of 
Imams, in the kind and place of their education and in their relations with the members of Tatar communities. It will also discuss 
Imams’ relations with the wider Ummah. 

 
  



S059A: Alternative Religiosities in the Communist Regime and Post-
Communist East-Central European Countries: Emerging Diversities within 

(Trans)Formations, Disruptions, Continuations I 
Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 232 

Session Chair: Rasa Pranskevičiūtė-Amoson 

The panel addresses the dynamics of diverse alternative religiosities starting from the communist regime period up to today. It 
deals with the processes of (trans)formation of changeable and instable religious/spiritual ideas and groups all over East-

Central Europe during this time. It also studies the past and current socio-religious processes, discussing diverse 
manifestations, changes and disruptions of religious phenomena concerning individual religiosities in (trans)regional and 

(trans)national levels. 
In times of Soviet regime, atheism was the officially established ideology and alternative religiosities were mostly active 
underground. There was as well an unofficial cultural field that was very receptive to the arrival, formation, spread and 

expressions of diverse alternative religiosities and spiritualities. During the post-communist period, local alternative identities 
were challenged to adapt to a new situation and rich market of religious demands. In addition, newly arrived religiosities, as 
well as locally emerged and actively borrowing variously expressed western ideas spiritualities raised current topics among 

post-communist societies. 
The panel aims to discuss a wide range of questions related to an emerging diversity of alternative religiosities in the countries 
during/past the regime and their attendant fields of influence: e.g. politics and strategy of activity of communist regime towards 

alternative religiosities; restrictions, repressions, survival ways and resistance of representatives of alternative religiosities; 
(trans)forming diversities within alternative religiosities under/past the regime (individual/group alternative religiosity values, 

identities and practices); the milieu of alternative religiosity as a space of plurality, diversity, flow, action and resistance; 
alternative religiosity networks and inter-community relations; formation and transfer of religious/spiritual ideas within the 

communist/post-communist societies and from the outside; oppositions and connections as a response to the past (images of 
tradition, traditional religious institutions, post-communist cultural heritage, etc.); memory, continuity and changes within 

alternative religiosities, etc 

 

The Hare Krishna Community in the Light of KGB Persecutions: the Case of the Soviet Republic of 
Lithuania 

Rasa Pranskevičiūtė-Amoson 

Vilnius University, Lithuania 

The paper presents a research on the formation of International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) and its 
underground activities in the Lithuanian Soviet Republic until its official registration in 1989. The aim of the paper is to reveal the 
situation of ISKCON in Lithuania under the Soviet regime, focusing on the approach and strategies of Soviet authorities towards 
alternative religions, interactions of the KGB with the Krishna community, the life of the community under the surveillance of KGB 
and its impact on the members of ISKCON. The material in the chapter comes from the previously secret documents of the State 
Security Committee of the Lithuanian SSR (KGB) on Lithuanian Hare Krishnas, which are now preserved in the Lithuanian 
Special Archives (LSA), as well as, from Lithuanian ISKCON archives. The paper covers a wide range of questions related to 
the phenomena of alternative religiosities in the regime countries and their attendant fields of influence: politics and strategy of 
activity of the regime towards alternative religiosities; restrictions, repressions, survival ways and resistance of representatives 
of alternative religiosities; the milieu of alternative religiosity as a space of resistance; formation and transfer of religious and 
spiritual ideas within the Soviet Union and from the outside; methodological problems in research of alternative religiosities within 
the Soviet Union. 

 

Diversity in the Lithuanian Neoshamanic milieu and its post-Soviet context 

Egle Aleknaite 

Vytautas Magnus University, Lithuania 

The Lithuanian Neoshamanic milieu looks like a network of interacting loose communities of practitioners who have different 
backgrounds and interests and are attracted by various shamanic traditions. Among them there are followers of Siberian 
shamanism gathering around Russian-speaking leaders coming from Khakasia; there are youth engaging in consciousness 
transformations through consumption of Ayahuasca lead by Peru teachers in Lithuania, other European localities and Latin 
America; there are neo-Toltecs following the Castanedian warrior way to power or trying to use energy to solve daily problems. 
Nonetheless, despite differences, individual practitioners and their communities should not be regarded as separate movements. 
This inherent diversity can be seen as a characteristic of contemporary Neoshamanism, Neopaganism, or alternative spirituality 
in many countries. However, fieldwork done in 2008-2018 among Lithuanian Neoshamanic practitioners shows that some 
features of diversity noticed can be explained by specific conditions of post-soviet Lithuania and related developments of its 
alternative spirituality. Thus, the presentation will overview profiles of practitioners, including their age, spoken languages, 
directions of international communications and mobility, socio-economic status, etc. and discuss various developments in post-
Soviet Lithuania that could have influence on spread and adoption of different Neoshamanic practices in the country. 

 

Statistical Analysis of Jehovah’s Witness, Seventh-day Adventist, and Mormon Growth and Retention in 
Post-Communist Central and Eastern Europe 1985-2018 

David Grant Stewart Jr. 

University of Nevada Las Vegas School of Medicine, United States of America 

Christian new religious movements founded in United States in the nineteenth century, including the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
(Watchtower Society), Seventh-day Adventism, and Mormonism (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) have 
experienced different dynamics in regard to growth and expansion in Central and Eastern Europe. 



Each of these faiths experienced substantial initial growth following the liberalization of religious freedom and fall of communism. 
Initially high growth decelerated with the resurgence of dominant national faiths. Especially in Russia, the passage of legislation 
favoring the Russian Orthodox religion with close ties to the government restricted proselytism by foreign missionaries and 
sharply curtailed the growth of these movements. Long delays or refusal to grant permits for church buildings limited new 
construction. Atheism and secularism also experienced resurgence after an initial period of increased religious enthusiasm. 

These faiths have responded variously. The Mormon faith, which is most dependent on foreign missionaries, has experienced 
the greatest decline in growth rates. Mormons have tried to scrupulously comply with local laws and regulations. Weekly Mormon 
church attendance across most countries has declined from rates of twenty years ago. 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses and Seventh-day Adventists have experienced uneven growth, with modest gains in some nations 
offset by slight losses in others. Jehovah’s Witnesses have largely ignored government restrictions on proselytism but have been 
embroiled in legal controversies in several nations, culminating in an outright ban on Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia following a 
Supreme Court ruling in 2016. 

Data on the growth and member retention of Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-day Adventists, and Mormons will be presented for 
each nation from 1985 to 2018. Factors which may influence growth and retention, including reliance on foreign missionaries, 
methods of spread, local adaptations, social and governmental responses to these movements, will be statistically evaluated 

for correlation. Results will be analyzed and discussed  

 
  



S064C: Inertia versus Friction: Choice of Location and Construction of Space 
in Religious Practices and Beliefs III 

Time: Thursday, 27/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 306 
Session Chair: Fabio Guidetti 

In Greco-Roman antiquity, religion was commonly perceived as a highly traditional matter, where alterations needed to be 
justified by religious authorities. It constituted a significant part of cultural traditions, and was per se understood as intended for 
safekeeping. Consequently, in analysing religious phenomena in those past societies, there is a certain reluctance to identify 
disruptions, changes or alterations, while the wish, often implicit, to detect continuity plays an important role in scholarship. 
This could be perceived as a structural weakness in the study of ancient religions, but can also be set as an initial point to 

reflect more on methods and aims of identifying continuity – and, along with it, disruption. 
Taking a closer look at continuity in religious matters in ancient Greece and Rome, we notice that this term describes quite 

different patterns and only rarely denotes the unchanged persistence of religious practices and/or beliefs. The wide spectrum 
between continuity, modifications and disruptions can be demonstrated in the choice of locations for cults and narratives, as 

well as in the construction of space in religious conceptions. Since the physical environment changes in appearance yet not in 
localisation, specific places are potentially an important continuity factor. In the variable construction of social space through 
performance, imagination or memory, places – the absolute space – constitute thus an element of stability. The Acropolis in 

Athens was the Acropolis for people in Classical, Byzantine and modern times no matter which changes in guise or function it 
experienced. Moreover, continuity in this sense can be unbound from the actual physical place when this becomes e.g. a lieu 

de mémoire according to Pierre Nora. 

 

Western Sicily and Malta between Punics and Romans: alterations of the religious space 

Beatrice Lietz 

Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, France 

After the second Punic War, the Punic centers of Western Sicily and Malta all became part of the newly created Roman province 
of Sicilia. Thanks to the variety of influences in play in this area of the Central Mediterranean, they had participated in a climate 
of wide cultural exchange since the Archaic age. Contrary to a widespread misconception only recently called into question by 
historians, the whole area continued to thrive and prosper under the Roman rule, finding its place in the broad Mediterranean 
‘koine’ of the Hellenistic age. Within the frame of the wider cultural transformations taking place at this time, religious spaces too 
underwent a process of alteration allowing them to adapt to the new situation in many different ways. Thus, for example, the two 
regional cult places of Astarte in Tas-Silġ, Malta, and Eryx, Sicily, were both rebuilt as Hellenistic sanctuaries between the II and 
the I century BC, and yet they met a very different destiny. The former shows important traces of the introduction of Greek-style 
rituals but only a very limited participation of Roman instances, in a context of conservation of Punic customs and practices ; the 
latter, on the contrary, was completely re-functionalized as the religious center of the Roman presence in Sicily, and the cult of 
its goddess was imported to Rome. Dealing with continuities and disruptions in the cult places of the area during this time, this 
paper will analyze the extent and terms of their participation in this broader cultural shift, along with their contribution to the 
evolution of religious practices and beliefs. 

 

The figure of the θεῖος ἀνήρ in late antique Athens. A physical and mental key element for maintaining 
paganism in the late antique world 

Marco Alviz Fernández1, Sonsoles Costero Quiroga2 
1UNED, Madrid, Spain; 2UAM, Madrid, Spain 

In the demilitarized Roman province of late antique Achaea pagan culture was carried out in Athens, on the one hand, by the 
curial and proconsular elite, and on the other hand, by a few sages —genuine θεῖοι ἄνδρες— at least until the beginning of 6th 
century (Fowden, 2005). Despite the notorious presence of Christian public figures such as the teacher of rhetoric Prohaeresius 
(Goulet 2001) or the future Cappadocian Fathers Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nazianzus (Wenzel 2010), early Christianity 
barely had any role in the city in the early Late Antiquity (Castrén 1994). On the contrary, the schools of philosophy and rhetoric 
became the last stronghold of paganism in the ancient world. Also they kept attracting students from every place of the empire 
while Christianity turned into the official religion of the state (Watts 2006). Also, the paganism performed in these centers was 
already a mixture of the traditional civic Graeco-Roman religion and new henotheistic approaches with distinct ritual practices 
(Chlup, 2012). 

With this threefold contribution we aim to focus on the charismatic leaders who had the leading role in maintaining paganism in 
Athens from a historical and philosophical point of view. Firstly, we will analyze the concept and its importance in the pars 
orientalis of the empire as well as its arrival to the capital of παιδεία; secondly, we will understand its power of attraction by asking 
ourselves for the reasons students such as the future emperor Julian had in moving to the πόλις; and finally, we will explore the 
influence of theurgy and its master Proclus —one of the last διάδοχοι of the almost mythical Platonic golden chain— in all this 
phenomenon. 

 

Sacred space in Egeria’s fourth century pilgrimage to Jerusalem 

Giselle Bader 

University of Sydney, Australia 

This paper examines Egeria’s pilgrimage in the 380s as emblemizing the fourth century Constantinian conception of Jerusalem 
as a sacred space. Constantine’s imperial building regime dismantled religious boundaries between the east and the west and 
transformed many previously Jewish and Roman pagan holy sites into subjects of widespread cross cultural Christian worship. 
The extinguishing of Jewish religious power in Jerusalem left a religious vacuum in the city that Christianity filled, simultaneously 
wielding it as a symbol of a new age and a new religion. Jerusalem became a rich and valuable source of religious history and 
holiness. Egeria absorbed this notion that holiness was accessible through an immersion within the sacred Palestinian 
landscape. She had two desires; to engage closely with holy sites and to see how monastic communities were living and praying 
within the landscape. Egeria embarked on pilgrimage with the belief that prayers in the Holy Land brought the past into the 



present. An early pilgrim, she had absorbed the notion of Jerusalem as a perennial holy place however pilgrimage was not yet 
widespread enough to have been routinized. There were no set conventions or deeply intrenched traditions she was forced to 
adhere to. She was autonomous in dictating the nature of her pilgrimage. Her decision to undergo pilgrimage therefore reveals 
the immense symbolic draw of the biblical landscape as a holy space for fourth century Christians. Jerusalem came to play a 
central role in the Christian consciousness, just as it had for Judaism before it. 

 

From Hades to Hell and back: Continuations and disruptions in the construction of the netherworld 

Soi Agelidis 

Ruhr-University Bochum, Germany 

The netherworld is a place that no living man has ever visited, but everybody will end up in. It is thus no surprise that the 
construction of the beyond has been a constant part of religious beliefs from early antiquity on and constitutional for the 
consolidation of religions. The Christian view about the hereafter was formed in the first centuries on the basis of the Jewish and 
Greek beliefs concerning the beyond. Obviously, the Christian theologists did not apply unaltered what Jews and Greeks passed 
on, but they adopted nevertheless a good deal of it. By analyzing this interpretatio Christiana we can detect continuations and 
disruptions of different quality: some were programmatic and concern main traits of creed, others resulted unconciously out of – 
often misunderstood – readings, unprecise translations etc. 

In my paper I will first give an overview of the ancient beliefs about the location, appearance and inhabitants of the underworld 
based on depictions and written sources. The focus will lie on the distinction between the god Hades and the underworld, and 
on the occasional fusion between deity and place. In a further step the ancient Greek believes will be confronted with ideas about 
the beyond found in Jewish and early Christian writers in order to detect the above mentioned continuations and disruptions. 
Here also the retrospective modern perception of ancient beliefs will be of interest. To be sure, in my presentation no complete 
overview of the subject can be given, but only some formative points can be highlighted. 
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Over the last twenty years, there has been a growing understanding among scholars that conflicts in, between or over sacred 
places are imbricated with political, economical, social cultural features of spaces and landscapes. A site considered sacred 

has a meaning involving human beliefs, emotions, values, everyday life and core identity self-perceptions; the understanding of 
the different layered meanings of a sacred place means taking into account the history of contested and contesting groups, 

and also present and past experiences regarding conflicts and disputes. 
Robert M. Hayden (2002) invented the category of “competitive sharing” and proposed the theoretical category of the 

“antagonistic tolerance”; we suggest mobilizing it with the category of “tolerant antagonism”. The model anticipates that when 
one group is dominant, or when both groups are subordinated to a higher political power such as a political government, 

interactions are peaceful and syncretism may be found; however, when such dominance is threatened or overturned, violence 
occurs, as a key site is appropriated or even destroyed. 

Since religious places provide access, legitimacy, meaning, identity and a sense of community, those same reasons lead 
religious groups into conflict with competitors who wish to implement conflicting rules regarding access, compete for rightful 

title, provoke their rival and target its population. In a historical perspective the binomial “history” and “memory” works well and 
it permit to go deepen in these dynamics and processes of conflict: in front of an official and formal history, there are collective 
and partisan memories which contribute in defining identities, emphasizing or obliterating different forms of violence (Assmann 

1992). 
By presenting their respective narratives of the past, religious and non-religious communities legitimize their discourses, 

identity practices, rights and claims. 
This panel provides an analytical platform for recording and analyzing a series of case studies regarding conflicts located in 

contested places, with the aim of comparing these conflicts and discussing the dynamics of conflicts and possibilities for 
conflict resolution. 

We will discuss conflicts and contestations and different forms of tolerance and antagonism, spatially localized, between 
religious groups (different religions or different denominations), but also between religious groups and a non–religious, secular 
groups, analyzing how they claim their rights and the legitimacy of their identities in a place, even building - through a collective 

memory - and then using the history of that place, in terms of continuity, change, disruption. 

 

Strastnoi Monastery or Pushkin Square: constructing the history of place and religious identity 

Nadezhda Rychkova 

Russian State University for the Humanities, Russian Federation 

The atheism became the official doctrine of the Soviet Union after the October 1917. Soviet officials expropriated a lot of religious 
property, some churches were demolished and others were converted into anti-religious museums, so-called clubs and so on. 
Christians were persecuted and suppressed for their faith.  

After the collapse of the Soviet Union religion returned in the public life and new officials began to transfer former church’s 
buildings.Since then the struggle for sacred places has continued taking different forms, depending on particular places and 
monuments. 

I will talk about the one of the most important squares in Moscow, which was called Pushkin square since 1931. Today Pushkin 
square looks differently from what it used to be. However, this square has always been a significant place for different social 
groups. In the contemporary Russia this square remains a place of sanctioned and unsanctionedrallies and different events, 
organized by city government.  

Actually, for some Muscovites it is called Strastnaya, this name is due to the Strastnoi monastery, which had been created in 
1654 and destroyed with its building in 1937, in the time of terror. 

In 2006 the community of the Strastnoi monastery was founded. At present they are aimed to return sacredness to this place 
and do a lot of things for it.  

So, the Pushkin Square has two spaces: secular one is as visible and constant, on contrary religious one is invisible and 
fragmented. 

Invisible at the customary time the monastery becomes visible during the so-called standing, and the narratives about 
monastery’s history told by all of leaders after the finish of procession help to imagine it. Repetition of these stories reminds to 
members of the community the shared experience of lived history of this place providing emotional cohesion of the religious 
community. 

 

Turning to the past, bypassing the conflict: how the "revived" church and the "survival" of the Soviet 
Union coexist in the same village 

Elena Malaia1,2 
1European University at St.Petersburg (EUSPb); 2Russian State University for the Humanities (RSUH), Russian Federation 

This report examines ways to overcome the conflict between Soviet identity and the post-Soviet religiosity in the Crimean village. 

Since the 1920s, a state farm (sovkhoz) has been operating in one village in the north-east of the Crimean peninsula. After the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, it was privatized and the form of management changed, becoming a joint-stock company. However, 
the majority of rural residents do not notice the changes: they continue to work on the farm, receive payments and social support 
from it and say that in their village there remain “eternal seventies”, an eternal state farm and “there is still the Soviet Union”. 
This way of the “extended past” and the instrumentalization of history is a curious topic for discussion in the academic 
environment by itself, but this case has also been enriched by the fact that over the past ten years the farm has been actively 
involved in the construction of a rural church. Many temple ktetora occupy high positions in the management of the "state farm" 



and imagine the Soviet era as the blob of an ideal time. However, at the same time, the idea of persecution of the Church and 
the pressures against priests in the USSR appear in their narrations about the Soviet past. 

The focus of my report is on how these ideas (the utopian USSR and the persecution of the Church) intertwine and coexist in 
the discourses and practices of the villagers, and what are the means which overcome the paradox of the memory of repression 
in the imagination of the extended, ideal Soviet past. 

Lastly, in the report, I will try to highlight alternative versions of the history that are used by rural religiosity in my field. 
*The reported study was funded by RFBR according to the research project № 18-39-00171  

 

Debating Russian National Culture: Secular and Religious Claims for Social Space 

Alexander Agadjanian 

Russian State University of the Humanities, Russian Federation 

The paper deals with contestations over various levels of social space in Russia - from body practices to urban buildings to 
education to legislation and politics - that use arguments conceived as "secular" or "religious," although these categories are not 
well defined and fluid. These arguments start with small particular objects and then "inflate" into big debates about the nature of 
national cultural tradition. For example, the actors and groups involved start with a contest over a physical place (such as a 
chuch or a would-be chruch) and then go to claims of "possessing" and "representing" the true national heritage. Through these 
debates, we can come up with revealing deep cleavages and "culture wars" of current collective memories.  
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In the study of religion processes of religious change such as privatization of religion, fragmentation of religious authority and 
New Age spirituality have first and foremost been studied in the context of the Christian/ post-Christian West (Lambert 1999; 
Heelas & Woodhead 2005). Recently the reception of Western New Age concepts and their interaction with local religious 

traditions in Hindu and Buddhist societies in Asia has attracted much attention and been studied in a comparative perspective 
(Borup & Fibiger eds. 2018). Studies of the reception and adaptation of new religiosities in the Islamic world and among 

Muslims are few. Moreover, they rather focus on the local context than relating the observed developments to comparative 
discussions about new religiosities and ‘spirituality’ in late modernity although the societal developments and conditions 

beneficial to their emergence can be observed in at least some Muslim countries. Moreover Sufism has inspired new religious 
movements in the West, and can thus function as ‘indigenous’ connecting point as “Eastern religions” do in Asia. 

When it comes to Muslims in secularized societies, we hypothesize that secularization processes and contacts with pluralism 
will foster fluid, in-between religious identities, bricolage, and hybridity that challenge hegemonic discourses and normative 

classifications among Muslims (Clancy-Smith 2013; Clayer 2017). As opposed to this, one may not neglect that strong 
normativity, a high degree of social conformity and not least institutional restrictions set limits to the expansion and open 

practice of new religiosities in many Muslim societies. Therefore, we assume that the reception, adaptation and formulation of 
new religiosities will develop along specific lines. 

 

Floating Islam: Islamic referents and Muslim identities in New Age spirituality in Albania 

Cecilie Endresen 

University of Oslo, Norway 

After communism, Albania, with its extreme anti-religious past and a Muslim majority (60-70%), has been exposed to a range of 
neo-religious ideas. A number of texts and pop cultural products express intense religious creativity, and a range of 
“epistemological individualists” combines a variety of elements from the global “religious smorgasbord”. This paper is a study of 
Islamic referents in eclectic, glocalised forms of neo-religiosity by authors with a Muslim affiliation. The emphasis is on so-called 
intermediaries, supernatural agents that help humans communicate with supreme beings, here God. In Islam, such beings have 
traditionally been angels, prophets and saints. New Islam-related neo-religious cosmologies incorporate new intermediaries, 
such as aliens, root races, zombies, ancient masters and foreign deities, together with mythical figures from local folklore such 
as fairies or cyclopes, while old Islamic intermediaries acquire new meanings. In many cases, the nation itself, or the author, is 
an intermediary, endowed with a holy mission, secret insights, mystical or prophetic gifts, or a transcendental nature. 

The reconstruction of Islam after communism is a work in progress, and religious authority is fragmented. Albania has been 
religiously plural since the Middle Ages and has one of the strongest and oldest secularist traditions in Europe. All these are 
factors that “foster fluid, in-between religious identities, bricolage, and hybridity”. The alternative expressions here under scrutiny 
represent a detraditionalised and retraditionalised form of religion, a “floating” religiosity characterized by highly individualized, 
non-institutional and idiosyncratic belief systems. At the same time, different Muslim identities and Islamic referents remain 
important, for example in the attention placed on sacred texts or places, tawhid, Sufi masters, imams, Creation, rituals, sacred 
places, pilgrimage, sacrifice, as well as the prominence of the “prophecy” element. Moreover, several authors define their views 
as the purest and most authentic form of Islam. 

 

Sufism and Paraspychology in Twentieth-Century Iraq: The Case of the Qādiriyya-Kasnazāniyya 

David Jordan 

Ruhr-University Bochum, Germany 

After tremendous political and social processes of modernization and secularization over the course of the twentieth century, 
Iraq, like most other Muslim societies, experienced an Islamic resurgence that began in the late 1960s and lasts to this day. In 
Iraq, the Islamic resurgence included a growing influence of Sufism in society. Decades of a growing societal marginalization of 
Sufism due to a widespread Islamic reformist and secularist criticism against its popular practices were followed by a state-
promoted revival of Sufism beginning in the 1980s. From that period onwards, one particular Sufi order, namely the Qādiriyya-
Kasnazāniyya, experienced an incredible success story and gradually rose as the most popular order among Sunnīs and Shīʿīs 
in Iraq to date. Part of this success was, next to state sponsorship, the order’s effective emphasis on miracle performances in its 
self-promotion and advertisement, i.e. bodily practices like the perforation of the body with skewers or the shooting into the lower 
parts of the belly. While also other orders are known and criticized for such performances in Iraq and the wider Islamic world,  
the Kasnazāniyya successfully uses them as a central part of its proselytizing efforts in combination with parapsychological 
research. In order to prove the authenticity of its miracle performances, the order combines Islamic teachings with the 
pseudoscience of Parapsychology which grew in a Western context during the nineteenth century and gained a foothold in Iraq 
in 1986. Thus, Western pseudoscientific methods offered a way to reestablish and justify those controversial bodily practices in 
modern Iraq. 

 

Turkish Islamic responses to Guénonian Traditionalism 

Martin Riexinger 

Aarhus Universitet, Denmark 

Since the 1980s the writings of René Guénon and some of his followers have caught the attention of Turkish Islamic authors. In 
the beginning they were quoted as some among many Western crown-witnesses against Western secular culture and thus 
Turkish secularists. In the course of the 2000s intellectuals from various camps engages more specifically with Guénonian 
traditionalism and two different approaches developed. Intellectuals belonging to the Milli Görüṣ movement and various branches 
of the Nurcus continue to propagate the traditionalism as internal criticism of the West and the “spiritual void at its heart”. 
Traditional concepts surface in the discourse on a holistic Islamic science. As opposed to that academic theologians regard the 
trending of Guénon traditionalism with suspicion. They argue that the concept of a unity of religious ideas is relativistic and 



conflicts with the Islam being the final revealed truth. Advocates of an “Islamic liberation theology” among them denounce the 
elitist and social conservative aspect of traditionalism as well. 
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The central hypothesis of the newly established International Centre for Advanced Studies on “Religion and Urbanity” at the 
Max-Weber-Kolleg in Erfurt is that many features of past and present religions would be more plausibly viewed as the outcome 

of specific effects and uses of city-space and their social and cognitive bases rather than as inherent characteristics of a 
specific ‘religion’. Many religious phenomena, and especially major religious changes, can be better understood by viewing 

them in spatial terms, that is, as a result of a dialectic of “co-production” (Day) of city-space and urban life, on the one side, and 
religious representations and practices, on the other. Therefore, change is not conceptualized by presupposing religion and the 

city as two static entities, but rather implying a “continual process in which the urban and the religious reciprocally interact, 
mutually interlace, producing, defining, and transforming each other” (Lanz). Designating a process in which religion and the 

urban are involved, ‘urban religion’ is the formula that defines also the state of a religion which is shaped by the interaction with 
the urban spatial environment and which can periodically crystallize into major changes whose assessment and naming is a 

responsibility of the scholar. Focusing on changing urban environments against the backdrop of long-term periodizations such 
as the Roman empire, the rise of Islam, and the European age of explorations (with the Reformation and the development of 

colonial empires), this panel aims to reflect upon forms of connectivity (cooperative or/and conflictual) and target religious 
dynamism through the lenses of religious intellectualization and ritual invention. These are two kinds of religious changes that 
appear recurrently in the cross-culturally entangled, world-wide history of religion and urbanism all the way through. How and 
how far are religious intellectualization and ritual invention made possible by the engagement of religious communication “with 
the conditions of specific urban environments at particular moments in the environmental, political, and social histories of cities” 

(Orsi)? Divided into two subpanels dedicated to intellectualization of religion and ritual invention, respectively, we welcome 
papers from religious studies, urban studies, urban history, archaeology and related disciplines. 

 

Christian intellectuals in a heterarchical world: Religious changes in the ancient Mediterranean city 
fabric 

Emiliano Rubens Urciuoli 

Max-Weber-Kolleg, University of Erfurt, Germany 

This paper seeks out to address the relationship between three aspects connected to the state of early Christ religion in the 2nd 
Century Rome as urban religion: 

1. the phenomenon that religious scholar Heidi Wendt has called the rise of “the freelance religious experts” in the Roman 
empire and referred to the Mediterranean-wide emergence of “self-authorized purveyor[s] of religious teachings and 
practices who drew upon such abilities in pursuit of various social benefits and often more transparent forms of profit” 
(Wendt 2016); 

2. the reliance of these professionals on a specific kind of capital that the urban concentration of recognized assets was 
able to grant them in order to win and stabilized a religious clientele: high literacy, networks of literary exchange, and 
various textually oriented interpretive practices” (Stowers 2011); 

3. the capacity of the urban space to function as a “heterarchical system” (Crumley 1995), where power can be ranked in 
a number of ways, shared, or checked. The more densely urban and heterogeneous is the context, the more 
heterarchical is the system of power distribution, that is, the more various the types of power and the ways of gaining 
authority over people, the more diverse the manners of ranking, un-ranking or re-ranking those powers, and the more 
extended the chances to get access to them. Trans-urban networks can be mobilized when power is locally 
counterpoised. 

As Allen Brent pointed out (Brent 2010), the events following the outburst of the “Novatianist crisis” in Rome (251 CE) – that is, 
in the midst of a highly fractionated theological metropolitan reality – show that spiritual leaders lacking of sufficient influence 
over the local population might try to gain international support via oversea sponsors. This was only made possible by the 
intellectualization of religious communication via the urban production and inter-urban circulation of doctrinally laden texts. 

 

Ritual and Urban Networking with Ignatius of Antioch 

Harry O. Maier 

Vancouver School of Theology, Canada 

This paper considers ritual as a means of the creation of networks of urban religion in second century Asia Minor. The letters of 
Ignatius of Antioch, written by the prisoner and martyr bishop journeying to Rome during the first half of the second century, 
express the desires of a religious leader to create and control city networks of affiliated assemblies of Jesus believers. Ignatius 
ritualizes his journey to Rome as a sacred urban procession and further ritualizes the audiences of his letters as participating 
with him in his journey toward an anticipated martyrdom. He uses ritual to create competition for urban space, which – with the 
help of modern urban studies -- is best understood within the specular densely populated settings of the eastern Mediterranean 
urban face-block neighborhood. Ignatius is concerned that meetings only happen under the supervision or knowledge of 
particular elected officials of the Christ assemblies he endorses. By portraying these urban locations as places where correctly 
conceived ritual unfolds, Ignatius adds an orthodox valence to cityspaces that they arguably did not possess outside of his letters. 
Thus the urban and the written conspire to form a spatial and imagined network of urban spaces, complete with ritualized urban 
space-time configurations. As a point of comparison, the paper examines associations and their creations of networks and 
modalities of space and time to consider ways in which other groups were using ritual to engage in analogous neighbourhood 
practices and urban networking, thereby creating cityspaces of their own. By placing Ignatius within the context of such 
associations we are enabled to recognize emergent Christianity as an urban religion and to consider how belief and city were in 
a dynamic relation with one another in the creation of group definition, cooperation, competition, and rivalry. 

 

Inventing Prayer, Enforcing Orthodoxy: Athanasios of Alexandria's Project of Bible-Based Devotion 



Arkadiy Avdokhin 

Higher School or Economics (Moscow, Russia), Russian Federation 

In the present paper, I will approach a set of Athanasios of Alexandria’s writings about prayer and hymn-singing as a project of 
inventing ritual orthopraxy in fourth-century urban and rural Christian communities, as well as in individual devotion, 

I will discuss Athanasios’ Festal Letters, epostolographic output (primarily the Letter to Markellinos), and the Life of Antony from 
the perspective of the bishop‘s concerns about the contemporaneous diversity of devotional and liturgical practices of praying 
and hymn-singing and his attempt to bring a unifying change. 

I will argue that Athanasios had a coherent vision of the ideal Christian prayer and hymnody. For Athanasios, ‘orthodox’ 
Christians—lay and ascetics, educated devotees and common believers alike—should derive their practices of devotion and 
liturgy from the Bible—the Psalter and the Biblical odes—rather than other sources.  

Athanasios‘ programme of devotional and liturgical orthopraxy centred around the Biblical ideal is part of his broader project of 
bringing unity to the division-riddled church of Egypt. The bishop conceived of the Scripturally-cued shared patterns of praying 
and hymn-singing as one of the means to unify scattered Christian communities. Although not as self-consciously formulated as 
e.g. his polemic against the ‘Arians’ or Meletians, Athanasios pastoral programme of a uniform Biblical devotion surfaces across 
his writings with consistency. 

I will suggest that Athanasios’ project of promoting standardized, Bible-based ritual practices of prayer and hymn-singing is an 
individually conceived regulatory programme that is enforced through episcopal frameworks of power. This project is targeted 
against the diversity of modes of prayer and hymn-singing practiced across a variety of doctrinally, ecclesially, and socially 
different communities. I will also explore the impact of the divide between urban (Alexandria-based) and rural (chōra-based) 
networks of parishes and ascetical communities in both promoting and subverting communication of episcopal regulations 
regarding prayer and liturgy. 
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Global sustainability challenges – such as climate change and the on-going dramatic sixth extinction event – have led scholars 
of different fields to talk about the age of the Anthropocene: an epoch defined by the dominant impact of humans on the global 
environment. We are facing not only an ecological, economic, or social crisis, but, as economist Manfred Max-Neef (2010: 201) 
has stated, “a crisis of humanity” with colossal repercussions. How have scholars of religion approached the domain of religion 

in this research context? 
In this session, we approach the topic of sustainable development from a broad angle and invite scholars of religion to share 
their perspective on the subject. How is the relationship between religion and sustainability issues confronted, analyzed and 

discussed in research conducted under the shadow of the Anthropocene? What is the relevance of the study of religion within 
this discussion, spanning across various fields of research? How have scholars approached religion as a changing and 

transforming phenomenon in the middle of a world that seems to usher societies to re-evaluate the meanings of, for example, 
human development, civilization and wellbeing. 

We welcome a broad spectrum of proposals aiming to illuminate the relationship between religion and sustainability from 
different kinds of perspectives. Both empirical and theoretical approaches are very much welcome to join the discussion. 

 

Reforming human-farm animal relations in farm animal sanctuaries 

Terhi Hannola 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

In my doctoral thesis I will examine human-farm animal relations through the experiences of farm animal sanctuary activists and 
the supporters of the sanctuaries. I deal with farm animal sanctuary work as secular spiritual action, for sanctuary work has 
features that are traditionally associated with religions or religious spirituality. For example, certain dietary commitments of the 
farm animal sanctuary staff based on a moral ideal of intrinsic value of animals can be interpreted as such features. 

Animal individuals in the sanctuaries appear to symbolize the core value of animal rights movement, the intrinsic value of animals, 
both for the personnel and the supporters of the sanctuaries. Farm animal sanctuaries operate mainly from the animal rights 
perspective but are not indifferent towards climate change: decreasing meat consumption for planet’s future’s sake is also 
encouraged. For example, in order to bring about reconsideration of one’s consumer habits - in this case, especially concerning 
the common understanding of the traditional feasts during the most important celebrations of the year -, sanctuaries in USA, 
such as The Gentle Barn, invite people to watch turkeys enjoy their favorite foods from the tiny tables set for them at 
Thanksgiving. The sanctuaries offer alternative communal rituals for the traditions that have strong roots in the cultural history of 
the countries. 

In my presentation I aim to both introduce my doctoral study on spirituality in alternative farm animal relations at its very starting 
point and give an example of means that the farm animal sanctuaries aim to influence people’s thinking. The alternative rituals 
mentioned may have potential in arousing new thoughts towards farm animals and therefore have an effect on people that might 
result in decrease of meat consumption. 

 

Islamic Views on Sustainability and Climate Change in the MENA Region 

Laura Wickström 

Åbo Akademi University, Finland 

Environmental threats have already for a longer time been considered as one of the most serious issues of modern time. During 
the last thirty years there has been an increase concerning the public awareness and knowledge about environmental questions 
in the MENA region. The environmental movement in the Middle East has largely received its inspiration from the global 
environmental movement. In response to the current ecological crisis, various representatives for Islam attempt, as do most 
religious traditions, to restore environmental and ecological values in their religious tradition. However, most of the Muslim 
intellectuals are engaged in other questions such as local and regional politics, equality questions, and the place of religion in 
the society. In spite of this there are an increasing number of Muslim scholars who occupy themselves with environmental issues. 
An interdisciplinary dialogue between Muslims and representatives of other religious traditions are taking place e.g. in ecological 
projects. The understanding of climate and environmental changes as possible security threats combined with the question of 
sustainability in the Middle East has contributed to an increased comprehension of the environmental situation. Questions such 
as water distribution are of immediate interest and one challenge is how ecological questions could be emphasized in 
contemporary Muslim societies. The purpose of this paper is to present some Islamic ecological perspectives on sustainability 
and how they are manifested today and look into the question of environmental changes and possible security threats. 

 

Communicating to diverse religious groups on climate change and sustainability 

Laurel Kearns 

Drew University, United States of America 

As the climate crisis increases, and climate denial and skepticism persists, scholars have turned their attention to how to 
communicate and reach out to a variety of different demographic constituencies, especially in the context of the United States, 
where climate change is a polarizing topic, and climate skepticism is well funded. Works like Callison’s How Climate Change 
Comes to Matter, or the work of Matthew Nisbet on framing and media are tremendously helpful, joined by the years of research 
reports on “Climate Change and the American Mind” by the Yale Program on Climate Change Communication. Does it matter if 
one uses the language of sustainability? Of health consequences? All of this scholarly work illustrates the complexity of the 
discourse, but rarely brings in addressing religious groups. Does the same religious language work with different religious 
traditions, as some interfaith groups assume? Further, does race and ethnicity make a difference when reaching out within the 
same broad religious tradition, such as Christianity? 



This paper explores these questions through three different case studies to illustrate the complexity and nuance needed. First, 
it surveys recent efforts to reach evangelicals, often viewed as the religious group with the most climate denial. Second, it 
examins survey research on Black Protestants and Latinx communities, whom the data show are the most concerned religious 
groups, to demonstrate that they look very much like white evangelicals in terms of key religious identity measures. Bearing that 
in mind, the paper then looks at the work of the “Green the Church” Movement, and the interfaith organization Faith in Place’s 
Monarchs, Migration and Me program as illustrations of successful outreach to African-American and Latinx communities. The 
third case study highlights research on communicating in interfaith efforts that pays attention to key concepts and language that 
differs.  
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Interest in materiality in religion and spirituality has evidently grown since the outset of ‘material turn’ in humanities and social 
sciences. Material religion as an interdisciplinary field of study concentrates on different kind of material expressions and 

practices linked to materiality in religions. Scholars on material religion focus on the variety of material expressions of religion, 
spirituality and popular religion, and consumption, that sacralizes everyday life, work, leisure, and mediates transcendental 

world and bringing people closer to transcendental world. 
There is a vast amount and variety of material expressions, ‘tools’ and goods in New Age Spirituality. Paul Heelas (1996: 114), 

for instance, indicates that many spiritual goods have become more popular in the 1990`s: audiocassettes, videocassettes, 
CDs, healing potions and herbs, tarot cards and crystals. Georg D. Chryssides (2007: 5, 15) lists popular objects in New 
Spirituality: crystals, incense, tarot cards, and spiritual self-help books. Matthew Wood (2007: 123) claims that the most 

common practices among healers in New Spirituality are crystal therapy, aromatherapy and use of herbal distillates. Materiality 
has attracted modest attention among researcher studying New Spirituality, but even in these cases, objects and materiality 

are usually not the primary objects of research. This panel concentrates on things and materiality, and sets them in the center 
of studying New Spirituality. 

The panel proposes to think about and with objects and materiality in New Spirituality and people`s spiritual life, and everyday 
religion. It is evident, that a variety of beliefs, practices and spiritual techniques are linked to or based on materiality and 

objects. Case studies on objects and materiality in New Spirituality are welcome in this panel. What is the role of things and 
materiality in practices and beliefs? How people use objects in a mundane context? How are objects meaningful in the 

contexts of everyday life and mundane settings? Are these things ‘sacred’ per se? This panel also invites to re-think theoretical 
and methodological frameworks for studying materiality in religion. What is the role of human-object relationship in meaning-

making practices and beliefs? What objects ‘do’ in practices and with people? How is materiality itself meaningful? 

 

Wearing Crystals in Contemporary New Spirituality: Meaning-making the Materiality of the Practice 

Tenno Teidearu 

University of Tartu; Estonian National Museum, Estonia 

The practice of wearing crystals is a popular and widespread practice in contemporary New Spirituality. During the last five years, 
the popularity of crystals has been evidently growing in Estonia and elsewhere. People wear crystals in a form of pendant, 
bracelet, necklace, earring, ring, jewelry or carry gems with them in a bag or a pocket. It is a practice of vernacular religion or 
everyday religion. At the same time, crystals can be studied from the perspective of material culture studies, as a form of material 
religion. Following this perspective, I study the mutual relationship between humans and crystals, and the significance of 
materiality. 

My informants buy and wear crystals to support themselves in coping with difficulties in their life, gemstones are used to develop 
and enhance a person and personal qualities. In the human-object relationship, gemstones are interweaved with owner`s 
biography and personality, and crystals too have an agency to act. 

The materiality itself generates meanings and significances. The material form, appearance, and physical qualities are significant 
in developing a meaningful relationship with a gemstone as an object. In the phenomenological perspective, physical and sensory 
experience of wearing crystals mediates closeness and intimacy with gemstones. Gemstones and persons are entangled and 
mutually dependent on the basis of practices, e.g. people need to maintain crystals' ability to support themselves by taking care 
of gemstones. 

Meaning of objects in religion and spirituality should not be reduced to beliefs only. Focus on material aspects reveals the role 
and meaning-making process of practice and objects. Meaning of material religion is often based on and arise from materiality 
and thingliness of objects in several ways, that I will discuss in my presentation. 

 

Processes of meaning making: Individual appropriation of crystal healing and gemstones in everyday 
religious practices in Germany 

Anna Matter 

Philipps-University Marburg, Germany 

Within the field of New Age Spirituality in Germany, there exists a wide range of practices, techniques and teachings about crystal 
healing. Healing crystals were popularized by a series of books in the early 1990s and are now found in different religious and 
secular contexts throughout Germany, such as specialized shops and fairs or Christmas markets. In most of these contexts, the 
effects and meanings of these gemstones are linked to the teachings and practices of the so-called “Steinheilkunde”, which is a 
specific community and network of actors distributing healing gemstones, knowledge and techniques about crystal healing on- 
and offline. Digital media plays an important role within the “Steinheilkunde”, not only by spreading and promoting crystal healing 
but also by being a major part of people’s religious and spiritual practices and routines in everyday life. This paper focuses 
primarily on how gemstones are ascribed meaning by processes of appropriation in these religious practices and how different 
dimensions of meaning are communicated using digital media. My research investigates the incorporation of gemstones into 
“Steinheilkunde” members’ personal habits and routines in keeping with their individual values and interests. I will also discuss 
the role of touch and tactile sensation in everyday religion, especially when researching gemstones as a medium of religious 
communication. 

 

Material Culture in Rainbow Gatherings 

Katri Marika Ratia 

Fribourg University, Switzerland 

Rainbow Gatherings are temporary intentional communities implementing the ideals of peace, love and unity, by creating an 
encampment in natural settings for a month at a time. The movement was formed in the wake of the countercultural activity of 



the 1960s and early 1970s in the US, and has since grown into a long-lived transnational phenomenon. The events are held in 
natural locations, where a utopian society is built according to Rainbow traditions and creative participation. 

Since their conception the events have functioned with an alternative social structure based on inclusive, participatory, and non-
hierarchical principles, and as completely non-commercial. The Rainbow Gatherings espouse a characteristic religious tradition 
which can be described as open and eclectic with strong neopagan overtones, while the majority of participants represent the 
wider palette of 'New Age spiritualities'. The Gathering events form an influential cultural hub in the global networks of 'New Age' 
and various countercultural factions, and are a predecessor of contemporary 'transformational festivals'. 

The proposed paper explores the material culture of the Gathering events, which construct an entire alternative cultural 
environment set apart from the mundane mainstream. The paper explores the infrastructure and spatial features of the Rainbow 
camp, as well as various objects and their significance. The paper answers questions about the way material culture is involved 
in the religious traditions of Rainbow Gatherings, and the intersections with the social, political and economic aspects of Rainbow 
culture. The perspective includes a view on materiality spanning from everyday life to the sacralized and ritualized cultural 
culmination points. 

The paper is based on an ongoing doctoral reseach focused on European Rainbow Gatherings. The research material involves 
a review of scholarship, media, and online sources, coupled with an extensive ethnography of the events, including participant 
observation and personal interviews. 

 

Exploring Material Engagements and New age interactions with the Megaliths of Carnac (France) 

Yaël Dansac 

EHESS, France 

This paper on Western esoteric practices in France explores how a group of local spiritual seekers create meaningful 
relationships with a megalithic landscape. Attention will be paid to the role of the megaliths in New Age practices and beliefs 
related to the Energy Healings. Also, several considerations on the bodily interactions between the locals and the megaliths 
through time, will be explored.  

As several scholars have notice, in recent decades the multicultural, multiracial and multireligious dimensions of contemporary 
France have been the background for the awakening of different spiritual practices. Among these practices, the one related to 
the energy healings surrounding French megaliths has drawn our attention. In order to explore this religious phenomenon, in 
2014 we commenced doctoral research on the subject. 

Our study is based on ethnographic fieldwork among the members of a group who hold regular meetings in the Megaliths of 
Carnac, an archaeological site located in Brittany, Northwest France. These individuals visit Carnac every year in order to 
develop their spiritual and physical welfare; executed rituals blend science, indigenous beliefs and local folklore. Megaliths play 
an important role in these practices, because they are believed to be connected with other important sites of the New Age 
geography. 

Furthermore, Brittany, the region where Carnac is settled, has a strong Celtic heritage and maintains a fierce local identity. Since 
the XIXth century the population of this rural territory has reproduced oral traditions portraying the megaliths as healing stones 
capable of curing various diseases such as infertility, fever, meningitis and deafness. Through our research we have stated that 
these local beliefs have been entangled with James Lovelock's Gaia hypothesis and New Age philosophies, leading to the 
perception of Carnac as a ‘power place’ and a ‘naturally sacred landscape’. 
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Awe’s effects on prosociality require analysis over time 

Anastasia Ejova1,2, Jan Krátký2, Eva Kundtová Klocová2, Radek Kundt2, Jakub Cigán2, Silvie Kotherová2, Joseph 
Bulbulia1, Russell D. Gray3 

1The University of Auckland, New Zealand; 2LEVYNA Laboratory for the Experimental Research of Religion, Masaryk 
University, Czech Republic; 3Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History, Germany 

It has been argued that the costs of monumental architecture and ceremonies are more than offset by their prosocial effects – 
effects that stem, at least in part, from the awe these entities elicit. Numerous psychological experiments have produced findings 
suggesting a connection between awe and prosociality. According to the popular "small self" model of the relationship between 
awe and prosociality, awe-inspiring stimuli, by virtue of their vastness, suppress the observer’s personal needs, thus encouraging 
prosociality. In this presenation, we begin by describing an experiment in which we monitored prosocial behaviour rather than 
reports about how much one would, in theory, donate to charity, only to find that this behaviour (time spent on a boring voluntary 
task) was less pronounced among people who had just seen a video of awe-inspiring nature. Religiosity appeared to provide a 
buffer against this apparent restlessness following awe. While noting the potential relevance of religiosity to how experiences of 
awe are interpreted, we concluded that the awe-prosociality relationship might be one that develops over longer time frames 
than those involved in a laboratory experiment. In the second part of the presentation, we describe an analysis of how a facet of 
prosociality - reported sense of connectedness to people in the local community, one's country and the world - is affected over 
time by interest in (and, presumably, also exposure to) impactful visual art and music. We explore this awe-prosociality 
relationship among groups of people differing in religiosity and socioeconomic status, with this subgroup analysis being made 
possible by the fact that we use data from the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study - a survey study following a large group 
of people representative of the New Zealand population over the past 7 years. 

 

Will NBIC impact beliefs about reincarnation? 

Pedro Garcia Repetto 

University Complutense of Madrid, Spain 

In recent years, various technologies have been developed at high speeds and are grouped under the acronym NBIC1. These 
include nanotechnology, biotechnology, information technologies and cognitive technologies. To these ones, robotics could be 
added, forming the set NBIC-R. The combination of these technologies is intended to prolong human life. If it were also achieved 
in good physical, psychic and cognitive conditions, we would speak of an extension of human life. 

Several religious systems include among their beliefs the idea of reincarnation. This concept pivots on the ideas of soul and 
spirit, the physical fact of the death of the human being and on the different beliefs about what can happen next. 

In the last decades the life expectancy of the human being has increased progressively. With the NBIC it is speculated that this 
increase will continue and it will accelerate progressively. 

If the fact of physical death is delayed in the life of the human being and moves away from the present moment, can the beliefs 
in reincarnation be losing meaning and importance among the believers of the different religions? But if, in addition, if the speed 
of this prolongation is not linear but exponential or even if the duration of life becomes unlimited, will these beliefs have meaning 
as they are conceived in current religions? 

In short, in this paper we intend to explore what possible impacts NBIC will have on reincarnation beliefs if these technologies 
really evolve at the pace that is currently predicted. 

1 Nanotechnology, Biotechnology, Information Technologies and Cognitive Technologies 

 

Enacting Continuity in Modern Postural Yoga 

Matylda Ciołkosz 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

Yoga is a complex and ambiguous phenomenon that has been subject to constant transformation throughout its history. There 
has never been one, singular yoga tradition and all the strands of yoga that consolidated over centuries were subject to various 
influences coming from different religio-philosophical systems. 

And yet, it is common for contemporary strands of yoga to claim continuity between their own teachings and an ancient yoga 
tradition. This tradition is believed to be embodied by the teachings of Patañjali (the author of the Pātañjalayogaśāstra), as well 
as of the Bhagavadgītā and the Haṭhapradīpikā. The three texts offer very different (even if interrelated) takes on yoga and yoga 
practice. And despite the claims of modern teachers, neither of them separately nor all of them together amount to what 
contemporary forms of yoga are. 

In my paper I will use two examples from modern postural yoga – Iyengar Yoga and Ashtanga Yoga of K. Pattabhi Jois – to 
present different ways in which notions of continuity of tradition, allegiance to an ancient lineage, and universal authority can be 
represented. I will take up the topic from the cognitive perspective, situating my discussion within the enactive paradigm. 
Understanding cognition as embodied meaning-making activity – or as enactment of a lived world through sensorimotor activity 
and formation of conceptual models – I will present the two yoga strands as specific cognitive models used as templates for 
meaning attribution. I will show how the kinaesthetic experience related to yoga practice and the specific interpretation of 
concepts coming from various yoga traditions (mediated by this kinaesthetic experience) provide ways to construe the two 
modern and idiosyncratic styles of yoga as faithful continuation of an ancient and timeless tradition. 
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Certifying the Sanctity or how rupture blends in a tradition of continuity: Anthropological approach on 
the construction of religious truthfulness in Orthodox Christianity 

Eliza Lefter 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

The paper will address the topic of religious truthfulness within Orthodox Christianity. To understand the construction of Orthodox 
religious truth one needs to underline an ontological differentiation between politics of religious truth, as an indicator of religious 
continuity, and religious truthfulness, as an indicator for analysing rupture within the subjectivity formation. Much of the recent 
debates within Anthropology of Christianity concerned rupture vs continuity. Rather than discussing the two from a dichotomy 
perspective, the paper will look at how a religious tradition associated by scholars with continuity, Orthodox Christianity, can offer 
ethnographic material to illustrate how both continuity and rupture (reflected in the theological term of “metanoia”) can coexist. 
All in all, the paper will discuss how a theological term like “metanoia” (conversion) is embodied and negotiated, creating rupture 
within a tradition of continuity. 
The paper will present the case study of a Church congregation from a Romanian urban industrial landscape. Dealing with 
diversity within a religious group, the article will address how in post-socialist Romania, an Orthodox Christin becomes a particular 
type of Orthodox Christian, what are the prioritisation tools by which religious truths are claimed, forming different subjectivities 
within the same tradition. The believer harvests mystical experience, affects towards Saints and narratives of people with 
harisma, the historicity of martyrs of communism, and eschatological discourses. These elements are piled and folded into 
forming religious subjects in intimacy with the divine to create the sensation of truthfulness, determining rupture within the 
individual and transfer from one form of subjectivity to another, from “lukewarm Christian” towards a “true Christian”. 

 

Christmas and Revolution: Theological Re-reading of the Public Discourse of the Ukrainian Revolution 
of Dignity 

Oleh Melnychenko 

KU Leuven, Belgium 

The role of the Church and religion in the Ukrainian Revolution of Dignity in 2013-2014 (“the Maidan”) has been analytically 
approached from several distinct angles. Most of the relevant studies either concentrate on sociological data, such as the number 
of representatives of certain denominations at the Independence Square in Kyiv or attempt to explain the Revolution theologically 
in a teacherly-didactic way. By contrast, my presentation addresses the issue of the impact of religion on the Maidan drama with 
the special attention to the implicit, often unconscious theological imaginaries of its participants. In order to avoid an overly 
artificial ushering of refined doctrinal theology, I will rely on the vernacular theological discourse of the protesters, whose diaries, 
speeches, and interviews reveal their embeddedness in a specific form of the Christian narrative. As a locus of that kind of 
vernacular theology, I will use traditional Ukrainian Christmas play Vertep. I will trace the ways in which the revolutionaries 
expressed their positive (“who we are”) and negative (“who our opponents are”) identities – just as their motivations and hopes 
– on the basis of the plot of Vertep. I will argue that despite being sympathetic toward modern European socio-political trends – 
among which vast secularization is not the least notable one – Ukrainian society preferred to use traditional Christian modes of 
perceiving and interpreting the course of history.  

 

Ecumenical Orthodoxy in the 21st century: danger of the split or/and the prospect of preservation 

Liudmyla Fylypovych 

Ukrainian Association of Researchers of Religion, Ukraine 

The history of Ecumenical Orthodoxy is the process of forming its faith peculiarities, emerging and institutionalization of new 
local churches. The traditional basis of Orthodoxy are the Patriarchs of Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem, 
which, although determined in the geographical boundaries, but the existing tension between them constantly shook the 
imaginary unity. 

The appearance of Moscow Metropolitanate in 1448 and recognition of the Russian Orthodox Church as Patriarchate in 1589 
intensified the confrontation between Constantinople and Moscow for their influence in the Ecumenical Orthodoxy. With all the 
apparent theological differences, the real cause of the split was the political factor – redistribution of territories between centers 
of power on the world's map. Historically, Constantinople Patriarch – the first among the equal – championed his primacy in the 
Orthodox world, and fought against those who claimed and pretend to dominate – Jerusalem and Moscow. 

To strengthen its positions in the Orthodox and general Christian world, Constantinople offered a long-term strategy. It includes 
abiding the observance of the canonical order of the Ecumenical Councils, liberation from the imperial essence of the Byzantine 
Orthodoxy, refusal from tsar-glorifying, the symphony nature of Orthodoxy, establishment of openness of Orthodoxy not only in 
inter-Orthodox relations but also in relations with other religions. 

The All-Orthodox council in Crete in 2016 had to resolve the long-overdue inter-Orthodox problems. Moscow and its three satellite 
churches, ignoring the Crete meeting, began an open confrontation between Constantinople and Russian Patriarchate. Issuing 
Tomos to Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Ukraine by Constantinople in 2018 has deepened the differences between them. 
It divided the Ecumenical Orthodoxy into two camps - pro-Moscow and Pro-Constantinople. The future fate of Orthodoxy - 
whether it will finally lose its unity or will it survive under the new conditions, depends on the wisdom of its leaders. 
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Vernacular Mythic Imagination – Representing Emergent and Other Worlds in Finnic Oral Poetry 

Lotte Maria Tarkka 

Unversity of Helsinki, Finland 

The paper addresses the methodological and conceptual potential of imagination in the study of vernacular mythology. Mythic 
images and imaginaries are emotionally, cognitively and morally compelling representations that mediate the imaginary to 
tradition and conventions of expression. Vernacular imagination encompasses the cultural, collective and traditional aspect of 
imagination, including imaginaries and the strategies of creating and transforming these imaginaries in poetic language and 
conceptual categorization. The paper argues for the specificity of vernacular mythic imagination. Rootedness in language, oral 
expressive traditions and processes of memory gives vernacular imagination qualities that differ from literary imaginaries and 
their production. 

With empirical reference to Finnic mythic poetry, the so-called Kalevala-meter poems, the paper discusses the interface of 
tradition and imagination. How were the cosmogonical narratives, notions of the otherworld and utopian discourse elaborated 
upon in poetic language and ritual practice? How is the imagination operating in these poetic and cognitive processes? What 
kind of processes, essences and agencies are involved in these narratives? The performance of the mythic poems transforms 
the unspeakable and unseen into social facts and verbalized or visualized representations. In mythic language the creation of 
unseen worlds dialogically structures the everyday and historical realities and has a transformative potential. 
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For religious studies margins always have a methodological value, as it is “at the margins truth reveals itself” (Brody 2018). At 
the margins of institutionalised religions sociocultural continuities, ruptures and hybrid answers emerge as local and vernacular 
responses. This marginal sphere of beliefs, rituals and other practices is never completely controlled by religious authorities or 

scriptural traditions. Lacking a comprehensive doctrinal foundation it has often been trivialised and contested as a realm of 
irrational superstitions and overlooked as “folk religion”, “little tradition” or “residual beliefs”. Tensions between the institutionally 

prescribed norms and “lived” aspects of religion reveal the incongruities and gaps in religious traditions. 
This panel will deal with the continuities of cultural idioms, metaphors and narratives of insecurities and life crises in Asia, Latin 
America, Europe and other regions, where institutional and indigenous religions have co-existed in contact and conflict. On the 

one hand discrepant belief systems and diverse ritual strategies make up a vast resource for dealing with crises, calamities 
and tragedies of life and conceptualising them, on the other hand co-existing but contradictory knowledge systems generate a 

sense of suspense and uncertainty. This is often expressed in experience narratives and other genres that apply traditional 
interpretive frameworks on discussing major social and political turns but also personal crises. Such periods of transformations 

and uncertainties have been characterised as liminal (see Horvath, Thomassen, Wydra 2018). In addition to ritual contexts, 
liminality has also been connected with “conditions of irrationality” and with “lived experience”, which transforms human beings 

(ibid. 2). 
The panel calls for papers that would address the belief related storyrealm and everyday life in religious traditions that is 

charged with dangerous and incomprehensible powers – of ghosts, spirits, demonic deities, witches and other perilous agents 
– that both generate insecurity and offer an interpretive framework for conceptualising it. 

 

On the Edge of the Empire: Witches and Symbolic Healing in a Orthodox Parish 

Olga Borisovna Khristoforova1,2 
1Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public Administration (RANEPA) (Moscow), Russian Federation; 

2Russian State University for the Humanities (RSUH) (Moscow), Russian Federation 

The paper is based on the materials collected by the author during the field work at the Orthodox Saint Michael the Archangel 
parish in village Khrustovaya in 2015–2017. The parish is located in an unrecognized state of Transnistria, or Pridnestrovian 
Moldavian Republic. 

The dean of the church father Valery is known for his healing activities. Numerous pilgrims come to Khrustovaya to get rid of 
spirit possession, cancer, alcoholism, etc. Several times a year he organizes special events, practicing exorcism and other 
healing procedures. 

There are not many priests who perform the rites of exorcism (otchitki) in the Russian Orthodox Church. The ritual includes 
reading certain prayers, but no articulate procedure is prescribed, so priests are free to choose practices (use of cult attributes, 
holy water, and other sacramentals). The healing practices at the parish of Saint Michael the Archangel are quite peculiar: the 
canonical practices of the Unction and the otchitki and vernacular practices of treatment with proskomedia lance and church 
bells are complemented here with some father Valery’s inventions ("mitre", "stone", "hernia", etc.). The second important point 
is that spirit possession, like other diseases treated at the parish, are caused, as it is considered here, by witchcraft. The main 
agent of evil, according to father Valery, are witches, mostly close relatives and neighbours. 

The paper will discuss: (1) what interpretive frameworks and ritual strategies the priests of the parish use to help pilgrims to 
overcome personal crises and tragic circumstances of their lives; (2) how the image of the witch is constructed: it is based not 
only on rural mythology, but also on the political processes. The witchcraft beliefs reveal uncertainty, fear, and anxiety caused 
by the collapse of the Soviet Empire, and subsequent events in this region, including the war in Transnistria in 1992 and the 
“post-Crimean syndrome”.  

 

Evangelical Protestants from the Village of Witches 

Art Leete 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

I aim to explore an Evangelical Protestant mission that was established among the Komi people in Don village “at the edge of 
the world”. Success of this mission has been relatively modest and among other purposes (general decline of Protestantism in 
Russia from the 2000s; suspicions of the Komi villagers concerning the American agenda of the Protestants; strange church 
services of the Christian newcomers), this may be caused also by the fact that the Don village is historically considered to consist 
a big number of witches (eretnikas in Komi) by the surrounding Komi communities (and some church-goers are aware of their 
reputation as witches). I have conducted ethnographic fieldwork in the region annually since 1996 and with this Don Protestant 
group I have been in contact since 2008 (the mission was established a few years earlier). I visit their services, make interviews; 
we also follow each other in social media. But I am also deeply involved with my Komi friends who follow folk Orthodox traditions 
and during hunting trips – animistic ideas and rules of conduct. I see much misunderstanding between the Protestants and the 
other Komi nearby. What the Evangelicals present as knowledge of Bible, the Orthodox perceive as boasting; if the Protestants 
aim to express sincerity, the hunters recognise deception; when the newly arrived Christians reveal joy, the animists suspect 
witchcraft. For the Komi with Orthodox sympathy it makes really sense that witches attend the Protestant church. But this issue 
of witchcraft can be approached also from an alternative angle. According to Komi beliefs, nobody can avoid performing 
occasionally some witchcraft, intentionally or just by accident. This Evangelical mission actualises ideas of witchcraft for Komi 
people but they turn witchcraft narratives also into a resource for dealing with spiritual crisis of everyday life. 

 

Schoolchildren’s Supernatural Experiences in Contemporary Estonian Folklore 

Reet Hiiemäe 

Estonian Literary Museum, Estonia 



My paper will concentrate on the dynamics of the contemporary Estonian schoolchildren’s memorates narrating about personal 
supernatural experiences. I will talk about fears and aggression that are connected with such supernatural encounters but also 
about protective mechanisms (e.g. avoidance, outsmarting the evil supernatural beings, using amulets, having protective 
supernatural companions) that children use for overcoming their negative emotions. The paper will also investigate the 
interactions of intended and unintended encounters, fantasy and real life, believing and non-believing in children's folklore and 
some related methodological problems. The paper is mainly based on materials that were collected in the big school folklore 
collecting campaign that took place in Estonia in 2018 but parallels will be drawn also with older folklore. 

 

“Pagan” masks in contemporary European winter festivals, popular Frazerism, and the search for festive 
authenticity (and its heritagisation) 

Alessandro Testa 

Charles University, Czech Republic 

Many winter festivals and public rituals throughout Europe reveal an interesting characteristic: the usage of masks and costumes 
with monstrous and/or zoomorphic features. These events occur in contexts that are or were traditionally Christian (especially in 
Catholic areas), although they have also been undergoing significant secularisation in the last few decades. In spite of these 
Christian or secular frameworks, these rituals and the masked figures that characterise them are very often described as “pagan”, 
“Dionysian”, “pre-Christian”, “very ancient”, and the like. 

This paper intends to highlight the symbolic sources of these phenomena and discuss what are or could be the historical factors 
that led to these rather striking and apparently incongruous forms of religious or pseudo-religious conceptualisations and 
practices as well as the social needs to which they seem to respond today. To achieve these heuristic goals, several concepts 
will be operationalised and discussed, such as “ritualisation”, “popular Frazerism”, and “heritagisation”, and others. 
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This panel presents a research project that examines central ideas of boundaries as they are negotiated and interpreted 
among Jews living in Finland today. The aim is to compare the emerging patterns with Nordic counterparts, thus challenging 

perceptions that currently guide research on minority ethnic and religious identities. It ties on to recent developments within the 
research on vernacular religion and on identity and change in Jewish communities worldwide, creating important possibilities 
for international and cross-cultural comparison. The objectives are to explore and explain contemporary Jewish vernacular 

religion in light of the challenges set by the fluctuating religious landscape of 21stcentury Finland, in comparison with Nordic 
contexts and to demonstrate how the case of Finland contributes to the theoretical and methodological development of the 

international research field. 
The project explores how theologically unsystematic life-views take form through everyday practices related to institutional 

religion in past and present, relating the locally embedded, in-depth data to larger contexts of national and international 
relevance. It consists of four tightly interlinked case studies building on archival material, a quantitative questionnaire and 

ethnographic interviews. All four case studies are presented as papers in the panel. 
The panel aims to discuss continuation and disruptions in relation to current trends in global Jewry, confirming but also 

challenging the research on religion and change also in a broader perspective. New theoretical models for ethnic/religious 
identity creation are vitally needed in the rapidly changing world of today. The panel aims to discuss how the in-depth 

knowledge gained through the study of a close-knit, accessible and representative minority group can provide building blocks 
for renewed scientific models to be applied internationally. The assumption advanced in the panel is that the conditions that 

guide the formation of vernacular Judaism in Finland are also decisive for identity negotiations among other ethnic and 
religious minorities, stretching the impact of the research beyond the immediate context under study in the project presented in 

the current panel. 

 

Vernacular Judaism: Theoretical and Methodological Reflections 

Ruth Illman 

Åbo Akademi University, Finland 

This paper presents the ethnographically driven multi-method research perspective of vernacular religion and analyses its 
potential to contribute to the theoretical advancement of the research field of Jewish Studies.The on-going discussion on religion 
and change within the study of religions in general and Judaism in particular is outlined and structured around three “turns” 
identified in the research on vernacular religiosity. To exemplify these theoretical and methodological considerations, a recently 
initiated research project focusing on vernacular Judaism in Finland is presented. The project seeks to examine central ideas of 
boundaries as they are negotiated and interpreted among Finnish Jewry, to compare the emerging patterns with Nordic 
counterparts and thus contribute to a more nuanced perception of Jewish identities in these contexts.  

 

The Origin of Finnish Orthodoxy 

Riikka Tuori1, Simo Muir2,3 
1University of Helsinki, Finland; 2University College London, UK; 3Åbo Akademi, Finland 

The liturgical customs of the Jewish Community of Helsinki were codified in 2001 when the long-time rabbi Moshe Edelmann 
compiled an extensive manual called The Traditional Order of Synagogue Service in the Jewish Community of Helsinki. This 
tradition had been passed down from generation to generation from the Cantonist Jewish soldiers who established the community 
in the mid-19th century. In this paper we will supply the first historiographical analysis of the origins of this Finnish Jewish 
Orthodoxy and discuss the historical background of the first rabbis employed by the Cantonist soldiers in Helsinki, then in the 
Grand Duchy of Finland. The majority of Jewish soldiers in Helsinki originated from Lithuania, Northeast Poland, and Belorussia, 
in other words, from the realm of Lithuanian Jewish (Litvak) culture. This Litvak culture may refer, among other things, to non-
Hasidic Jewish Orthodoxy: while the revivalist Hasidic movement had gained ground across Eastern Europe, the major cluster 
that held sway against Hasidism emerged in the late 18th-century Lithuania. As we will show, the Finnish Jewish religious 
establishment continues this Orthodox-Litvak tradition: the first generation of rabbis in Helsinki had studied in Litvak yeshivas 
and followed the teachings of prominent Litvak teachers. These first years represent the period during which the congregation 
became stabilized as an Orthodox Jewish community, with institutions based on religious-ethical principles. 

 

Under the Chuppah, or under the Magistrate? – Finnish Jewish Marriages 

Mercedesz Czimbalmos 

Åbo Akademi University, Finland 

When Finland became independent from Russian Empire in 1917, multiple policies that had been long awaiting in the country 
were reformed. The most important decision from the perspective of the Finnish Jewry was receiving the right to obtain Finnish 
citizenship. Another important legal change was putting the Civil Marriage Act in effect. The Civil Marriage Act provided the 
possibility for Finnish citizens to engage in marital relationships with people of other faiths, without converting to Christianity. As 
a result of these legal changes, the number of both endogamous and exogamous civil marriages started to rise in the Finnish-
Jewish communities, and soon they became a very prevalent phenomenon of the local Jewish life. Changes in the marriage 
patterns resulted in an increase in the number of halakhically not recognized children, as well as in the number of child- and 
adulthood conversions. The communities were forced to set up new policies to cope with this situation. This paper will focus on 
the discourses around intermarriages and conversions among Finnish Jewry in the 20th century while relating them to the 
challenges that were brought upon the communities by the Finnish independence.  

 

Challahpulla and kishke: Finnish Jewish culinary traditions 

Dora Pataricza 

Åbo Akademi University, Finland 



The relationship between food and religion is a lived activity formed by the dynamics of both tradition and adaption. Religious 
commitments to food are influenced by several factors, ranging from personal spirituality and experiences to social patterns of 
belonging, ethical, political and doctrinal convictions. Gefilte fish, gehackte herring, gribenes, kishke – these are only a few of 
the traditional Finnish Jewish meals that are regularly prepared by members of the Helsinki Jewish Community. The originally 
Eastern European dishes are one of the last links that connect assimilated Finnish Jews to their Orthodox Jewish ancestors from 
mainly Russia, Poland, Belarus, and Lithuania. The current paper aims at presenting the boundary negotiations connected to 
the multi-ethnic culinary traditions of Jews living in Finland. Finnish Jewish responses to the requirements of kashrut range on a 
relatively wide spectrum. How have eating habits changed within the last 100 years in terms of kosher food? Which culinary 
traditions are preserved and what are their roots? How are meals prepared and where are ingredients bought? Why do meals 
still have Yiddish names? Similarly to all other fields of practiced religion, Finnish Jewish foodways too were influenced by 
historical circumstances, intermarriages as well as the surrounding majority society.  
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Learning is one of the most esteemed and supported values of contemporary society. The ethos and rhetoric of life-long 
learning has expanded beyond the contexts of formal education, increasingly informing various spheres of culture. It has also 

pervaded the field of religion and particularly individual religiosity. In contemporary pluralistic and individualistic societies, even 
religious learning is no longer confined to homes, schools, and the transmission of tradition from one generation to the next. 

Rather, more and more adult individuals choose to independently acquaint themselves with previously unfamiliar religious and 
spiritual practices and traditions. This panel invites papers that approach religious contexts as sites of learning: environments 
where adults embark on various kinds of learning trajectories, developing and mastering new skills and notions. The papers 

can address any historical or cultural materials and cases, or present theoretical perspectives pertaining to individuals’ learning 
processes either in their native or adopted religious contexts. The focus can be, for instance, on embodied, emotional, or 

material learning, or on specific learning techniques or pedagogies. 

 

Learning new religion and spirituality 

Helena Kupari1, Terhi Utriainen2 
1University of Helsinki, Finland; 2University of Turku, Finland 

Learning is one of the most esteemed and supported values of contemporary society. The ethos of life-long learning has 
expanded beyond the contexts of formal education, increasingly informing various spheres of culture. It has also pervaded the 
field of religion and particularly individual religiosity. In contemporary societies, even religious learning is no longer confined to 
homes, schools, and the transmission of tradition. Rather, more and more adult individuals choose to independently acquaint 
themselves with previously unfamiliar religious and spiritual practices and traditions. 

In this paper, we present our outline for a potential research project on learning new religion and spirituality. The project aims at 
1) producing new knowledge on contemporary religious and spiritual milieus as sites of learning, and 2) at identifying and 
understanding processes through which people integrate their religious or spiritual learning to other environments and spheres 
of life. In the project, these objectives are approached through ethnographically informed research on adult individuals in Finland. 

The project builds on the working hypothesis that learning may constitute a far more central motive and objective for people 
embarking on new religious and spiritual paths than has so far been acknowledged. In present-day complex and rapidly changing 
societies in which lifelong learning is a key issue, religious and spiritual practices may constitute attractive sites of learning. 
Furthermore, through a focus on the transferability of religious and spiritual skills and notions, the project opens up a fresh 
perspective on the dynamics between the “religious”, “spiritual”, and “secular” domains of contemporary culture, as well as on 
the instability and porosity of the boundaries between them. 

In the paper we present the theoretical and methodological premises of the project, hoping to attract discussion on the relevance, 
topicality, and feasibility of our research plan. 

 

Analysing religious transmission and learning: a framework and case study 

Kim Knott 

Lancaster University, United Kingdom 

Following a comprehensive multidisciplinary review of ‘ideological transmission’ – the communication of ideas, beliefs and values 
and their associated practices – Kim Knott and Ben Lee developed an interpretive approach for analysing religious and political 
transmission and learning. Our aim was to provide a framework that could be applied widely in diverse case studies in order to 
identify the rationale and mechanisms by which individuals, groups or wider milieus passed on and learned relevant theological, 
ideological, didactic and practical knowledge and skills. The framework identifies a series of dimensions of transmission and 
learning which researchers can consider in the context of primary data (e.g. autobiographies, interviews, online materials, 
observations, theological resources or curriculum materials). 

Drawing on interviews conducted (by Haruki Murakami) with ex/members of Aum Shinrikyo in the late 1990s, I will apply the 
framework, and note its strengths and limitations. As previous research has shown (e.g. by Reader, Lifton, Shimazono), Aum 
was an apocalyptic movement that changed dramatically from the peaceful practice of kundalini yoga to the pursuit of internal 
and external violence, culminating in the Sarin attack on the Tokyo subway. The application of the framework draws attention to 
what was taught and learned in Aum, and why and how this was done; it highlights the roles and relationships, places and times 
that reinforced the transmission and learning process. The case study reveals the importance of embodied practical learning in 
the transmission of apocalypticism and the move to violence. 

 

Of learning and learning to un-learn religion: the role of credibility enhancing displays in the shaping of 
religious and secular worldviews among peruvian young adults 

Sidney Alberto Castillo Cárdenas 

Central European University, Hungary 

In the past twenty five years, Peruvian society has experienced substantial changes in what respects to the configuration of its 
religious landscape: increasing numbers of religious nones appear to be more prevalent in surveys and census, while at the 
same time more nuanced ways of being religious and/or spiritual are articulated in ways that allow the exploration of different 
religious traditions. 

Such contextual and co-current tendencies have been analyzed through the scopes of the post-modern condition or the post-
secular context, when in reality they are anchored into a more common framework of social interaction, that is, of socialization. 
While it’s true that current socialization processes are influenced by global tendencies, these are, in turn, shaped by context-
specific events that allow the formation of shared differences in socialization experiences on an individual level. These series of 
events are identified as Credibility Enhancing Displays (CREDs). 



What I will argue is that these CREDs, iteratively and over time, have an important role in the formation, consolidation, or 
relegation of religious and secular outlooks, namely, the learning or un-learning of religion. It works by shaping what people 
considerate as part of their understanding of religion, spirituality, and non-belief in everyday life and how they guide themselves 
when dealing with things related to them. 

For this paper, I will propose a qualitative and grounded dimension for CREDs, identifying key instances in which these were 
influential for the trajectory of learning or un-learning religion. The sample used for this study is composed by Peruvian young 
adults that are university students, since for one part, they are the ones that have experienced this kind of globally influenced 
socialization process, and at the same time, provide a more controlled population to examine how CREDs processes find 
convergence and/or differ more discretely. 
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Criticisms of the World Religions Paradigm and particularly the problematic concept of “Hinduism” by now have become a well-
established and accepted part of the discipline. “Hinduism” has been found lacking in historical applicability, descriptive 
usefulness, explanatory reliability and is more often distinguished by what it is not. The rise of the modern Hindu right 

nationalist movements has also evidently contributed to the essentialisation and reification of this confusing concept by building 
the all-inclusive, global version of “Hinduism”, even in a form of “Hindutva”. Of course, no one is denying the wide-ranging 

religious diversity present in India, rather scholars have argued over different conceptual and methodological solutions. But, 
oftentimes these discussions have remained largely methodological, theoretical and critical, without actually showing what kind 
of alternatives one could adopt to still pursue devotedly empirical, but also conceptually and methodologically credible research 

as well as communicate that research to the wider public. 
Here we would like to a step further and look beyond such historical, theoretical, postcolonial and deconstructive criticisms of 

the concept. We are in demand of finding practically applicable solutions, which would enable the study of religiosity in India to 
move forward without the dangers and pitfalls of the particularly problematic concepts of earlier scholarship. The idea behind 

this panel is to explore the variegated ways in which this could be done (or has already been done) in actual academic 
practices. All conceptual tools, regardless of their supposed theoretical virtues, need to be usable in concrete, empirical 

research situations, otherwise they cannot become part of the standard scholarly vocabulary of the discipline. 
Thus, we invite scholars to present how they have worked towards moving beyond this label “Hinduism”. Has a particular set of 

alternative conceptual tools worked in one or another specific empirical research project especially well? Or, how has one 
solved the issue of teaching courses about the variety of Indian religiosity without falling back on the umbrella term of 

“Hinduism”? How can one communicate in a more accurate manner the religious situation in India? Can we escape our own 
cultural and intellectual biases? Or is there a way how to salvage that term by infusing it with a new semantic description? Can 
we separate religious and spiritual domain from social and political one? Should we take into consideration the perspectives of 

Dalits, anticaste activists and other oppressed/subaltern groups of Indian society and if so, in what way? Finally, what 
conceptual impact such reconsiderations could make on continuously shifting descriptions of the vague meaning of “religion” 

itself? 

 

„Hinduism“, its Criticisms and Ways Forward? 

Indrek Peedu1, Audrius Beinorius1,2 
1University of Tartu, Estonia; 2Vilnius University, Lithuania 

In this presentation we will focus on the issue of “Hinduism”, highlighting and analysing the main criticisms and problems with 
this concept. 

As the criticisms point out, the problems with “Hinduism” are possibly indeed far more severe than those related to almost any 
other widely used general category in the study of religion. We will argue that because of this it is time to look beyond “Hinduism” 
and the misleading and flawed presumptions and implications that accompany it. 

Yet, as we will also show in our analysis, the criticisms thus far have not managed to come up with successful conceptual 
alternatives. The few alternative paths that have been proposed have not really caught on enough to overtake “Hinduism” in the 
scholarly literature (let alone the public discourse on Indian religiosity) as the primary conceptualization(s) used when dealing 
with the religious traditions present in India. 

However, in addition to discussing criticism of the concept, we will also ask what these criticisms implicitly imagine as the 
necessary characteristics of a proper scholarly conceptual tool that would be practically applicable, but also would not be suspect 
to the same kind of problematizing. These discussions overall would serve as a preliminary, guiding introduction to the “Moving 
Beyond “Hinduism” – but How?” panel in general. 

 

The doubly disruptive force of the 2015 earthquake in Nepal: a redefining of Hinduism? 

Albertina Nugteren 

Tilburg University, The Netherlands 

The massive earthquake that shook Nepal on April 25, 2015, was a disruptive force in more ways than one. In this presentation 
I explore the ‘canonicity’ (or lack of it) in some of the cremation rituals that followed in its wake. International as well as national 
news media spoke of ‘mass cremations’, and illustrated their reports with photographs of open pyres, not only on the traditional 
ghāṭs but also in unusual places at a distance from the rivers (Bagmati and Hanumante Rivers) where the ashes were to be 
disposed. Triggered by the media’s shocked use of the term ‘mass cremations’ – so charged with sensational and emotional 
associations – I pose two questions: (1) what was the empirical reality ‘on the ground’, especially since local Hindus were used 
to open pyre cremation, and (2) in what ways were local and culture-specific (Vedic, Hindu, Newari) funerary traditions really 
disrupted? 

By zooming in on a local form of Hinduism – outside India, in the Kathmandu Valley – in a situation of drastic disruption, and by 
using the concepts ‘lived religion’ and ‘failed ritual’ to redefine what counts as essentially ‘Hindu’ in times of duress, I study what 
respondents (questioned in retrospect , February 2019) define as ritual propriety or impropriety. In doing so I aim to contribute 
to the long-standing discourse on Hinduism as an orthopraxis. 

 

Reframing Hinduism: Enframement, The Goddess, and The Dharmic Double-Helix 

Raj Balkaran 

University of Toronto, Canada 

Scholarship on Hindu mythological works (the Purāṇas) largely retains the colonial legacy to deem “sectarian” segments as 
corruptions to once-pristine “authentic Hindu texts.” As such, the Devī Māhātmya (“The Greatness of the Goddess”, the myth 
cycle central to Durgā Pūjā, henceforth DM) has been assumed to be a late, sectarian interpolation into the Mārkaṇḍeya Purāṇa, 



fitted therein via a “flimsy frame story” about a king in forest exile. Interlacing Umberto Eco’s work on model readership and Mary 
Douglas’ work on ring composition, this paper advances a novel theoretical and methodological approach to Hindu purāṇic works 
such as the DM, one where we frame the focus of the text by focusing on its frame. This approach demonstrates that the various 
layers of narrative enframement we encounter serve to constitute – rather than interrupt – the dynamic nature of what we call 
“Hinduism.” 

This paper then proceeds to apply the aforementioned approach to the DM. In doing so, it demonstrates that the DM masterfully 
encodes the tension between worldly and other-worldly values at the heart of Hinduism, values variously expressed as the 
tension between householder and renouncer, pravṛtti and nivṛtti dharma, royal and ascetic ideologies – the spiritual and 
sociopolitical strands of what I call the “dharmic double helix.” The motif of the king in forest exile is a prime narrative 
encapsulation of this tension, bespeaking Hinduism’s need to integrate Upaniṣadic values of the the world-abnegating renouncer 
(epitomized by the ascetic) with Vedic values of the world-affirming householder (epitomized by the king). The DM’s frame 
therefore culminates in the Goddess granting two boons: sovereignty and liberation (mokṣa) alike. In doing so, she embodies a 
vision of supreme power, serving as the source of spiritual and social power alike, thus encoding the ambivalence between 
opposing strands of the dharmic double-helix.  

 

On the “ism” in Middle Bengali Religiosity 

Frank Joseph Korom 

Boston University, United States of America 

By now, it has become tiresome to hear of the constructed nature of the term Hinduism, but how, then, do we address the forms 
of religiosity that were practiced in pre-colonial times among the diverse ethnolinguistic populations of South Asia? My paper will 
use the Middle Period (1204-1757 CE) of Bengal to explore alternative terms and their usages in the vernacular literature of the 
period, especially the genre known as maṅgalkābya (auspicious poetry), a versified prose genre closely resembling epics. This 
specific class of texts was written specifically for local deities associated with the region of Bengal in the pre-British period. My 
focus will be the terminology used in such texts to describe different kinds of religiosity, and how they relate to individuals as well 
as entire communities, without suggesting exclusivity. In other words, the terminology of the day was quite fluid and emergent in 
the context of Middle Bengal, which forces us to question the use of the term Hindu and even Muslim, for a very common phrase 
that has come down over the years in Bengali is “neither Hindu nor Muslim.” How are we to understand this phrase and its 
intention? I will argue that such axioms served the purpose of creating a third space between Hindu and Muslim which was not 
clearly defined until the British began enumerating identities through census taking exercises in the nineteenth century. 
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There have been few disruptions to religious traditions as traumatic as the communist revolutions that transformed East 
European and Asian societies in the Twentieth Century. Eastern Orthodox Christianity was particularly hard hit: as the 

established church in Russia, it was stripped of its property and legal rights after the Bolshevik seizure of power in 1917. Under 
Stalin, Orthodox clergy and believers were subject to particularly devastating persecution. The disruptions caused by the 
Revolution impacted on only those within Russia, but also immigrants and refugees in Europe and the United States who 

sought to preserve continuities in their religious practice in new circumstances. 
The Soviet state imposed a program of militant atheism. At the same time, the Soviet state itself had to negotiate ways to 

instantiate atheism in society that had to take into account the specific religious traditions of various Soviet citizens. During and 
after World War II, the Soviet state and the Russian Church reached some sort of compromise that ended the harshest 

persecution but also entailed state control over the church. The collapse of communism, paradoxically, brought with it new 
disruptions. Russian Orthodoxy has had to adjust to fundamentally new social circumstances. Continuity with pre-revolutionary 
Orthodoxy was largely broken, and in many instances traditions are quite literally being reinvented in post-Soviet Russia as the 

Orthodox Church attempts to re-assert a formative role in Russian politics and society and Russian believers seek to find 
expressions of religious life that are meaningful to them. These papers, therefore, seek to interrogate particular dynamics of 

enforced secularism and the subsequent de-secularization of societies after the collapse of communism. 

 

Disruptions to Russian Orthodoxy Resulting from the Russian Revolution and Attempts to Preserve 
Continuity 

Scott Kenworthy 

Miami University, United States of America 

For centuries the Russian Orthodox Church was the established church of the Russian Empire. When the Bolsheviks seized 
power in 1917, they not only sought to disestablish the Orthodox Church in the process of secularizing the state, but to eradicate 
the Church as part of their effort to totally re-make society. This paper will examine, through the lense of the Orthodox Church's 
leadership (especially patriarch Tikhon), how the Orthodox Church to the Bolshevik assault and adapted to the new realities that 
ensured its ultimate survival. 

 

“How can he see a schism?” Disruption and Discontinuity in American Orthodox Rus', 1923-1928 

Aram Gregory Sarkisian 

Northwestern University, United States of America 

During the summer of 1923, John Kedrovsky, a suspended Russian Orthodox priest from the northeastern United States, traveled 
to the Moscow to be consecrated a bishop of the Living Church. An Orthodox reform movement that advocated for controversial 
changes like the married episcopate while praising the Soviets, “renovationists” claimed to have supplanted the Patriarch of 
Moscow after he was placed under state house arrest. The renovationists tapped Kedrovsky, a married bishop, to replace 
Metropolitan Platon (Rozhdestvensky) as head of the Russian Church’s North American missionary archdiocese. He returned to 
New York with documents naming him as Archbishop of North America, which he had watched be signed in a Moscow office of 
the People’s Commissariat of Justice. Labeled a “Red bishop” upon his return and widely reviled when he tried to unseat Platon, 
Kedrovsky turned to American civil courts to ratify his position and wrest control of parishes across the United States. 

This paper focuses on one aspect of Kedrovsky’s litigation, his fight for St. Nicholas Cathedral in New York City, the seat of the 
archdiocese and a glittering showpiece for the connections between the North American Mission and its mother church. 
Kedrovsky would prove victorious, successfully employing Methodist surrogates to confirm his documentation despite opposing 
testimony that the Soviet state had combined violent anti-religious repression with support for renovationism to destabilize the 
Russian Orthodox Church. Yet the cathedral community would follow Platon to a new church, leaving Kedrovsky with little more 
than a hard-won building. The discontinuity between Kedrovsky’s unexpected legal victory and his popular rejection exemplifies 
how the events of 1917 rippled across the globe in unexpected ways. Long years of litigation came to represent the disruptions 
Bolshevism brought to the Russian Orthodox Church in the United States, influencing decades of discord and fragmentation 
within this transnational religious community. 

 

Russian Orthodoxy meeting French laicité in the 1920s 

Sebastian Rimestad 

University of Erfurt, Germany 

Following the Russian Revolution and the Soviet takeover from 1917, a number of Orthodox bishops and intellectual thinkers 
fled Russia and found a new home in Western Europe. The largest church structure of the exile community was situated in Serbia 
and the Balkan Peninsula, but Paris soon became the focal point for a less conservative community, one that culminated in the 
so-called ‘Paris School’ of Orthodox Theology. 

My presentation will thematise the way this ‘liberal’ strand of Orthodox theological thought encountered the French strict 
separation of religion and politics embodied in the concept of laicité – i.e. the way Russian exile Orthodox thinkers appropriated 
French secularism. 

 

“Atheist Vernacular: Confessional Atheisms Across the USSR” 

Victoria Smolkin 

Wesleyan University, United States of America 



One of the things that I have found interesting in my study of atheism in the USSR, and that I could not develop in my book, A 
Sacred Space Is Never Empty: A History of Soviet Atheism (PUP, 2018) is that the Soviet ideological apparatus imagined and 
produced different genres of atheism in response to the particular religious traditions of its intended audience. "Orthodox atheism" 
was, of course, the normative model that served as the point of departure for all atheist work, but it was not the only variant of 
Soviet atheism. Rather, the party addressed itself to diverse religious groups by attempting to create an atheist vernacular that 
accounted for confessional specificity. This paper asks: How did the party make particular forms of Soviet atheism? What, for 
example, did an "Orthodox," "Muslim," "Catholic," or "Lutheran" Soviet atheism look like? My proposition is that, by making 
vernacular forms of atheism, the ideological apparatus both disrupted religious traditions and, counterintuitively, also contributed 
to their continuity across the Soviet period. 
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Inspired by the Camino de Santiago, pilgrimage is being reframed and re-presented in regions where it was long discredited 
and discontinued. In recent years, the trend of 'Caminoised' pilgrimage has reached Northern Europe, even in places where 
the very idea of 'going on a pilgrimage' often had to be reintroduced from scratch. The panel explores heritagisation and the 

transformation of pilgrimage taking place on recently restored and 're-storied' Northern European routes. 
New and refurbished pilgrimage sites and routes have now become loci for the performance and negotiation of a variety of 

identities and practices, many of which transcend conventional confessional, ethnic or national divides. Providing new cultural 
foci and the potential for economic regeneration, these pilgrim paths are putting places back on the map, and becoming 

significant as 'loose spaces' in which a plurality of actors engage with multi-layered heritage: local traditions and stories are 
revived, made visible and linked to European narrative cultures; old religious practices are given contemporary meanings; the 
history of transnational routes is revived and connected to a multitude of agendas. New pilgrimage is seen as having potential 
for integration as well as contestation. The appeal of 'routes with roots' appears immense. The panel will examine how recently 

refurbished and newly configured pilgrimage routes in Northern Europe frame the practice of pilgrimage as cultural heritage. 
The papers will explore the dynamics of the trend towards heritagisation of religion and the instrumentalisation of pilgrimage 

visible in these developments, analysing impacts on local, national and religious identities and praxis. 

 

Caledonian Caminos? Caminoisation, co-option and contestation in new pilgrimage in Scotland 

Marion Irene Bowman 

The Open University, United Kingdom 

A remarkable feature of recent Scottish socio-religious life has been that numerous and diverse people are seeking to recreate, 
restore, or realign Scotland’s lost or suppressed pilgrimage sites and traditions. In previously Presbyterian Scotland new 
‘Caminoised’ pilgrimage is developing and being instrumentalised against a backdrop of falling institutional religious affiliation, 
growing cultural and spiritual diversity, the spiritualization of walking, growing environmental awareness, and pressing needs for 
economic regeneration and community building. In this context, pilgrimage has become a vehicle both for re-appraising the past 
and negotiating complex, emergent Scottish identities. 

The actors and agents promoting pilgrimage in Scotland are following a variety of agendas: Catholics and Pagans are ‘reclaiming’ 
their ‘heritage’; the Scottish Pilgrim Routes Forum promotes pilgrimage as a vehicle of social, environmental, economic and 
spiritual benefit for Scotland. This paper examines ways in which such developments are being supported by or articulated in 
relation to ‘heritage’ and 'heritagisation' discourses, the different ways in which pilgrimage is being ‘re-narrated’, the extent to 
which this is having an impact on both institutional religiosity and extra-institutional spirituality, and the continuations and 
disruptions inherent in these processes. 

While Protestant northern Europe’s new embrace of pilgrimage has been portrayed as a success story, the paper also questions 
whether there may be challenges or limits to the Caminoised co-option of stories and sites. The Fife Pilgrim Way, launching 
officially in summer 2019, for example, does not follow the more common pattern of new Scottish pilgrimage paths based on 
largely rural, safely ‘pre -sectarian’ Celtic Saints. It deals specifically with the medieval pilgrimage tradition explicity challenged 
and destroyed by the Reformation, and involves an actively contested religious site, Dunfermline Cathedral.  

 

Half a pilgrim, half a tourist: Pilgrimage trail from Pirita Convent to Vastseliina Episcopal Castle 

Tiina Sepp 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

This paper will look at the biggest recent addition to Estonian pilgrimage landscape – the 400 km long pilgrimage trail, described 
as a spiritual and cultural-historical journey, from the Catholic Pirita Convent in Tallinn to the ruined Vana-Vastseliina chapel in 
south-east Estonia, both being important pilgrimage sites in the Middle Ages. Mainly due to the nearly 50 years of Soviet 
occupation, Estonia is now considered to be one of the least religious countries in the world. However, pilgrim culture in post-
Soviet Estonia is lively and ambiguous. The popularity of the Camino de Santiago has greatly influenced the rediscovery and 
invention of pilgrimage routes in Estonia. The initiator of the Pirita-Vastseliina pilgrimage project has not herself been on the 
Camino and to some extent distances herself from it, but she has nevertheless said, ‘When we were talking about people going 
to Compostela, it occurred to us that here in Estonia there could also be something like that – a way to walk.’ Thus the founding 
of this new pilgrimage trail, very much focussed on Estonia’s pre-Reformation Catholic heritage, has been inspired by the 
Camino. Friends of the Pirita Convent have been choosing and waymarking the paths while trying to find a balance between 
Christian sites and cultural/ historical landmarks. In Vastseliina one is welcomed to the Holy Cross chapel and also to the 
Medieval Theme Park and Pilgrim House – an interactive exhibition inviting visitors to experience ‘what the medieval pilgrim felt, 
feared and loved’. This paper will look into the process of creating a new pilgrim route and the tensions caused by the need to 
emphasise either the spiritual or secular aspects of pilgrimage. 

 

Ritualized border crossing: two Orthodox pilgrimages in contemporary Finland 

Elina I T Vuola 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

My paper focuses on two Orthodox pilgrimages or processions in Finland. First, there are annual processions in Northern Karelia 
close to the border between Finland and Russia. One of them crosses the border to visit lost lands, houses and churches, now 
situated at the border zone where there is no entry without the permission and presence of Russian border patrols. Second, the 
pilgrimage of St Tryphon of Pechenga, the patron saint of the indigenous Skolt Sámi – Orthodox by religion - in northeastern 
Finland, crosses the border between Finland and Norway in order to visit the lost lands of the Skolts who were evacuated to 
Finland after WWII. 



Both the Karelian and Skolt pilgrimage/procession are standard Orthodox events, which at the same time form a ritualized border 
crossing to memorize and mourn lost lands and ways of life. In the former case, the religious procession is the only possible form 
of entry to the area. Thus, it attracts not only Orthodox people, but also Lutheran, secular and non-religious people, who have 
roots in the ceded area. In both cases, the Orthodox ritual – including a panikhida, the service for the dead, functions as a means 
of remembrance and loss. 

The Orthodox faith has long roots and presence in Finland. It is both visible and invisible. One example of the latter is the lack 
of knowledge of ongoing processions and pilgrimages, in which anybody can participate. Not only do they function as religious 
events and forms of mourning, but especially the long-distance processions (by foot, boat and even skis) offer also a possibility 
of embodied silence and meditation in beautiful natural surroundings. The events thus contain many simultaneous and 
intertwined elements, religious and non-religious. 

 

Re-Storied Places, New Pilgrims, and Old Saints: On the Heritagisation of Pilgrimage in Norway 

Dirk Johannsen, Ane Ohrvik 

University of Oslo, Norway 

The Saint Olav Ways to Nidaros Cathedral in Trondheim, Norway, are one of the most extensive projects of reintroducing 
pilgrimage in the Northern European countries. Refurbished in the 1990s and marketed as Northern Europe’s historically most 
important pilgrimage destination, the Norwegian Lutheran Church and the Directorate of Cultural Heritage facilitated a 
professionalised infrastructure that caters to an audience unfamiliar with traditional pilgrimage. The religious practice is translated 
into a cultural heritage experience. But who are the heirs? This paper approaches the emerging narrative cultures connected to 
the newly restored and re-storied pilgrim routes and sites, such as the Saint Olav wells. With two case examples, we discuss 
narrative strategies and new practices used to retell a catholic past as a multi-layered heritage. 

 
  



S040C: Humour, Narrative, Religion III 
Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 130 

Session Chair: Hanna Karoliina Lehtinen 

Humour and religion are both complex and often ambiguous phenomena that can have many roles in human societies. From a 
Western perspective, their relationship is commonly perceived as one of tension, opposition, even mutual exclusivity. Religion 

is often considered to centre around profound questions, ultimate concerns, unquestionable faith, or moral codes. The 
psychologist William James among others has described religion as involving a "serious state of mind”. Humour often plays 
with meanings and has the potential to question authority, which seems antithetical to eternal truths and unquestioning faith. 

Still, it is clear that humour is found in religious contexts, old and new. It can have many roles in religious texts, practices, and 
everyday lived reality of religious communities. There are even religious or spiritual movements that have humorous narratives 

at their core. What are we to make of such movements? 
This panel session focuses on the relationship between religion and humour with the aim of exploring different ways in which 

the two can be interlinked. We invite papers discussing themes such as humorous narratives and their role in religious 
contexts, humorous representations of religion in contexts such as politics and popular culture and what they tell about the role 

of religion in the society. 

 

Certifying the Sanctity in Orthodox Christianity - with bits of paradox and humour 

Eliza Lefter 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

The paper represents an anthropological perspective on the relationship between humour and religious truth. Humour represents 
an indicator of intimacy between religious actors, and moreover constituting as a feature of “har” - literary translated as “gift” from 
the Holy Spirit, a term derived from Apostle Paul’s Epistle to the Corinthians. Its contemporary use in Orthodox communities 
refers more to “extraordinary gifts” that a person can poses as a result of their advancement on the ascetic path (In Romanian: 
desăvârşire, the word has a more precise meaning of perfection, wholeness).  
In a late evening, a Serbian Orthodox monk imitates Osama Bin Laden to entertain his brothers of the monastery (Forbess 2010). 
Meanwhile, in a Romanian industrial setting, sarcastic humour and public reproof added to the harisma of a Romanian priest, 
featuring him as a „holy fool for Christ“. Anthropologist Alice Forbess saw in the monks’ humour a paradoxical behaviour, an 
indicator of vernacular idioms of “bafflement” and “dissimilar similarity”, typical to the Orthodox tradition that lacks a clearly 
defined path of religious self-perfection as one can identify in Lutheran and Catholic tradition. The author argues that the Orthodox 
faith holds rather vague Aristotelian “ethical guidelines”, allowing for the mystical to contest the human logic through the theology 
of “uncreated energies”.  
Driven by “the ontological turn” perspective, the paper will debate the idea that humour represents a paradoxical behaviour, 
arguing that instead, it points an academic assumption of solemnity in what regards the religious engagement. Looking at how 
humour certifies the spiritual intimacy, the paper will address how it appeared in a context of "religious rupture" from a lukewarm 
Christian to a true Christian and combined with narratives of martyrs of communism, political medium, Saints affects and mystical 
experience for the faithful subject to acquire a sense of religious truth.  

 

Religious memes as a way of religious humor 

Juliusz Aleksander Iwanicki 

Adam Mickiewicz University, Poland 

Memes are a common phenomenon in the modern internet. This concept is attributed to Richard Dawkins. However, its 
contemporary meaning deviates from the original assumptions. Mem is a funny picture, often commenting on an event or 
character. There are also memes of a religious nature in the resources of the world network. Some of them are created by 
authors attached to their religions and churches. Others arise out of institutional religions and express either universal spiritual 
ideas or secular and atheistic world-outlooks. The vast majority of them refer to the joke convention. This is indicated both by 
the relatively simple aesthetic design of these pictures and by the short text, which is a kind of punch. I am interested in the 
following problems in my research.What content does these religious memes contain (from a semiotic perspective)? Is their 
humor a sacralizing or blasphemous character? Finally, I try to typologize these memes from a religious and nonreligious 
perspective. 

 

Biblical Memes - Religious Humor on the Polish Internet 

Pawel Plichta 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

Popular culture, due to the blurry of its borders, contains and processes almost everything, including everything that was 
previously reserved only for the religious sphere. The paper is a proposal for reflection on the use of biblical texts as the subject 
of memes. On the one hand, they constitute a modern form of dissemination and propagation of biblical narratives. The "Digital 
Bible" is one of many examples of the projects carried out in social media. One of the editors wrote: "The authors [Digital Bible] 
want to support the creation of new translations and to propagate the reading of the Word of God not only in book form, but also 
on in social media – as memes." On the other hand, memes become a weapon in polemics and ideological, ideological and 
moral disputes. However, there are also memes created as mocking, ludic comments of reality. Both short quotes, "golden 
thoughts" in connection with interesting, artistic photographs, as well as fragments without context, juxtaposed with provocative 
or "iconoclastic" images are processed similarly to other elements of cultural heritage. 
Selected examples of memes that use biblical quotes and motifs in Polish-language online materials will be analyzed. 

 
  



S041: Forum: Religion, Gender and Sexuality in Popular/Populist Discourse – 
Transnational Perspectives 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Senate Hall 
Session Chair: Nella van den Brandt 

This session focuses on the role and place of religion, gender and sexuality in contemporary popular/populist discourses in 
various national/regional and transnational settings, in order to question the polarised understanding of public secularity versus 
privatised religion. While in various contexts, Islam and Muslims are problematised in public and political rhetoric, minoritised 
Islamic communities and individuals find ways to 'talk back'. Christian tradition and heritage are at times aligned with liberal-
secular discourses in the creation of national identities that exclude the Muslim Other. The constructed figure of the Muslim 

woman and the Muslim queer has come to symbolise the Otherness of Islam. The hypervisibility of Islam and Muslims, 
however, is underlined by the invisibility of other religious minority (gendered) identities and communities in public debates. 
Despite the nationalist secular-Christian alignment, (conservative or orthodox) Christian and liberal-secular discourses do 

sometimes confront each other in oppositional ways in matters of gender equality and sexual diversity. Currently, in several 
contexts, conservative nationalist discourses are on the rise that attack gender studies, feminist and LGBTQ rights and sex 

education. These discourses draw on, and are mobilised by, Catholic ideologies and actors, and play a role in the political and 
public backlash against women's and LGBTQ rights, visibility and equality. These dynamics traverse simplistic notions of 

secular/ised regimes as necessarily good for women and LGBTQs, versus religious regimes that oppress women and 
LGBTQs. This session aims at scrutinising these dynamics for the ways in which they complicate our thinking about religion, 
sexuality, gender and the secular. Moreover, emphasising the need to switch the unit of analysis from the local, regional and 

national site to the transnational, this session also seeks to trace commonalities and varieties across sites. 
The session is organised by members of the Network Transforming Values. Gender, Religiosities and Secularities across the 
Globe (Nella van den Brandt, Sabine Grenz, Konstanze Hanitzsch, Maki Kimura, Mia Liinason and Olga Sasunkevich). As the 
third public event organised by the Network, which aims to develop novel analytical concepts and methodological approaches 

to explore religiosity/secularity and gender across the globe, the session invites interdisciplinary and open conversations on the 
intricate dynamics of secularity/religiosity. 

After the presentations, Maki Kimura and Lieke Schrijvers are invited to provide a 10min response to the two presentations and 
in relation to the themes of the forum. After these responses, the audience is invited to participate in the discussion. 

 

Questioning/Querying/Queering Religion and Gender Identities: Cinematic Practices and Artistic 
Strategies in South Asia 

Mara Matta 

Sapienza Università di Roma, Italy 

Debates on religion and secularism in South Asia have been historically intertwined with notions of gender, sexuality, femininity 
and masculinity. Since colonial times, the images of oppressed Indian women, effeminate Hindu men, emasculated and lazy 
Brahmins and hypersexualised and violent Muslims have nurtured the Orientalist imagination, recasting these figures into 
problematic – and rather harmful – stereotypes. 

In postcolonial times, Indian cinema has re-elaborated some of these images,adding, for instance, the figure of the Westernised 
(Christian) vamp, as opposed to the virtuous Hindu girl and the victimised or fallen Muslim woman. Another female character 
represented as frivolous, with loose morals and inclined to sex and alcoholism, has been that of the tribal (Buddhist, animist) girl, 
debauched and commodified as a sexual souvenir on the ethno-chic market. 

In this battle over images, feminists and LGBTQIs in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh have begun questioning discourses that 
equate one specific religion with an established ‘gender performance’, have insisted on querying the legitimacy of these 
representations, and have been making efforts at queering the visual and artistic portrayals of religion, gender and sexuality. 
Problematising images of femininity and masculinity, on one side, and intervening in debates on religion, secularism and 
sexuality, on the other, filmmakers, artists and activists in South Asia have enlisted cinema and the visual arts in a battle over 
images and gender rights. 

This paper looks at the artistic practices that sustain these movements, and offers a preliminary analysis of some of the films 
and the visual narratives that have been queering South Asia through the questioning of fixed ideas of gender and the querying 
of both religious and secular normativisation of sexuality. 

 

Navigating Religious and Secular Norms on Intimate Relationships in Flanders 

Eline Huygens 

Ghent University, Belgium 

This paper aims to examine the dichotomy between religious and secular norms on intimate relationships in Flanders. Flanders 
is the Dutch-speaking Northern part of Belgium, and is characterized by a high level of institutional and social secularization. 
This secular hegemony comes explicitly to the fore when it pertains to issues as gender equality and freedom of sexual and 
relational expression, which are considered to be hallmarks of Flemish liberal society. These “sexular” (Scott, 2009) freedoms 
are often contrasted with traditional religions such as Roman Catholicism, which are known for their strict regulation of intimate 
desires and practices. In this paper, I explore these at first glance conflicting stances. Are there differences to notice between 
secular and religious discourses on intimate relationships and love? How do religious and secular norms inform relationships? I 
address these questions by a comparative analysis of two books on relationships, love, and intimacy. The first book is Amoris 
Laetitia, a work written by Pope Francis after a synod on love in the family. This book offers advice on how to sustain a relationship 
inspired by Christian ethics. The second book is Alleen met jou [Alone with you], written by Rika Ponnet, a well-known Flemish 
relationship counsellor and sexologist, who is frequently invited in popular magazines and TV shows. The key message of this 
book is a plea for a revival of romantic and sustainable love. By juxtaposing these two books, I aim to investigate how both 
authors discuss topics such as love, intimacy, separations, and (un)faithfulness. In doing so, I argue that both discourses must 
be understood within the entanglement of religion and secularism in Flemish society. 



 
  



S042B: New Religious Movements and the “No Religion” Affiliation 
Phenomenon: A Secular or Religious Disruption? – Discussing "Nones": 

Identification Process, Disruptions and Re-Enchantment? 
Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 438 

Session Chair: Massimo Introvigne 

This panel will look into the articulation of New Religious Movements (NRMs) or “spiritualities” with the “no religion” affiliation 
(or “nones”) phenomenon, and its meaning regarding the relevance of scholars’ conclusions about the continuations or 

disruptions of the “spiritual but not religious” (Fuller, 1963) process across the world. 
Indeed, the religious “nones” have been of great importance for researchers and sociologists since 1957. In the United States, 
the Gallup Survey introduced the “none” category for the first time after World War II. The increase in the number of Americans 

who choose or identify themselves as “non religious” when asked about their religious preferences in traditional surveys has 
been of significant interest over the past fifty years (Baker and Smith 2009; Hout and Fisher 2002, 2006; Stark 2008). This 
trend is also true for Europe and most of the world according to recent studies (Pew Forum Center, 2017; Drescher, 2013). 
Within the scope of New Religious Movements, considering the rise of the numbers of people with no clear affiliation across 
the world, how do scholars should study and analyze the various responses from the surveyed population? How reliable are 

the different studies showing the increasing of the “nones” population, and to what extend does it correlate the supposed 
resulting disruption or interruption of the new religious movements across the world? Many groups among this trend observed 

throughout the world tend to blur the lines of reality: how should we consider the many who participate simultaneously to 
various spiritual or religious affiliations and declare themselves “nones”? 

 

Do You Believe in Rock’n’Roll? Popular Music as “Religion” 

Olga Mikhelson 

Saint Petersburg State University, Russian Federation 

When we consider different spheres where religion and secular interact, popular culture generally, and popular music in 
particular, present an interesting field for investigation. There are two main, often antagonistic approaches to it: analyzing 
religious themes in popular music and analyzing popular music as a form of “cult”, “religion” or NRM (“popular music as religion”) 
– “worshipping” of some popular musicians has even been institutionalized as “churches”. Attitude to music and musicians has 
been entangled with religious vocabulary (“idol”, “cult” etc). Music can evoke strong commitment, occupy an essential part in 
person’s life, be a source of meaning, comfort and deep emotional experience, play an important role in socialization and identity 
development. Thus, a number of similarities between music and religion, especially, if they are taken functionally, can be traced, 
however, such approach arises various methodological problems. “Music as religion” has been studied along with other “religion-
like phenomena”, yet many interesting aspects haven’t been given enough consideration. Is there a correlation between religion, 
no religion and strong fondness of music? Can a person position themselves as a religious believer, non-believer and claim that 
music is their religion simultaneously? How is popular music connected with identity formation and socialization? Can secular a 
phenomenon, such as popular music, reinforce the sense of community and cohesion and thus be a kind of new, secular 
“religion”? Can non-institutional religions emergence in societies where the significance of traditional / primarily religious 
institutions is declining be explained if religion is primarily understood as a uniting mechanism, as it is often done in evolutionary 
and cognitive approaches? The paper deals with these and other issues connected with “music as religion” position and gives 
data received from surveying more than two thousand respondents in Russia on this subject. 

 

Discourses on Belonging: Western Yoga Practitioners in India 

Jens U Augspurger 

SOAS, University of London, United Kingdom 

This paper explores the notion of belonging of Western yoga practitioners to a community of Indian yogis or Hindus. Suggesting 
that Western yoga practitioners entertain a rather ‘diasporic’ relationship towards the communities they are claiming membership 
for, the paper seeks to discuss the following questions: (1) What are the individual’s and community’s dimensions of belonging? 
(2) How can we estimate the (re-)negotiation of practice and identity in imagined spiritual communities? (3) Why are these 
dimensions relevant for the study of New Religious Movements and spiritualities? 

Drawing on data gathered from qualitative interviews with spiritual tourists and transmigrants in India, the paper argues that 
many Western yoga practitioners imagine themselves to be a primordial part of the Indian or Hindu community, often through 
discourses on karma, past life, and vasana. The community they claim membership for, however, remains an elusive construct. 
It is based on perception through a reflexive model of experience (e.g. Liberman, 2008; Maddox, 2015), in which expectation 
and experience are mutually dependent and moderated by itineraries that are designed to meet peers and fellow travellers. 

The notion of belonging, I argue, does therefore not fully substitute membership or affiliation which requires the granting of 
belonging on institutional levels or by the community as such. Although many interlocutors reported a sense of connection and 
kinship, or being treated like family, their experience remained liminal and fugitive. Encounters with locals were often limited to 
brief interactions or transactional relationships, for example with shopkeepers and drivers. They were also frequently complicated 
by language barriers and cultural or socio-economic differences. 

Jens Augspurger, M.A. is an MPhil/PhD student at London’s School of Oriental and African Studies. His research interest lies 
in the discursive experience and negotiation of identity of Western yoga practitioners in India. Jens is also a yoga teacher and a 
mediator. 

 

Looking for New Age in “elder’s way” and finding more of “none” 

Age Kristel Kartau 

Tartu University, Estonia 

The presentation looks at the “cultic milieu” phenomenon in Estonia, a country in north-central Europe, occupied for 50 years by 
the Soviet Union. As the soviet communist-atheist ideology can be regarded during all that time as the official and non-challenged 



mainstream teaching, thus “orthodoxy”, so the intellectual soil has been very fertile for any “heterodoxies” that by international 
paradigm of study of religions should be regarded as “New Age” or “new religious movements.” 

Empirical material of 40 life story interviews, recorded 2008 – 2018, shows a multitude of disconnected western Christian and 
Judaic basic narratives mixed with eastern Hinduist, Buddhist, Taoist, Confucianist, Shintoist elements, which even in tiniest bits 
as halogrammes carry their native cultural values, yet seem to be used nowadays in postmodernist bricollage way. 

One subsection of interviewees consists of members of the professional community of Theravada Buddhist manual medicine – 
thai yoga bodywork. Non-aligned in self-perception neither with Buddhism nor with New Age, actually their main religious self-
identification is “none.” Another group of interviewees allows to trace back some roots of the nation-wide exceptionally popular 
yoga-teachings’ aetiology and epidemiology to the 1940’s culturally traumatic and disruptive Stalinist deportations to Siberia – 
as an area bordering on native Buddhist culture. And one of (at soviet time most atheistically well-known) architects, designing 
Estonian city space, has in new independence produced unexpectedly strong symbols of spirituality, competing with church 
towers, without ever officially claiming religiosity. 

 

New Thought movement and the “none-ing” phenomenon: a secularization or re-sacralization process? 

Philippe Murillo 

Université de Toulouse, France 

The religious “nones” have been of great importance for researchers and sociologists since 1957. The Gallup Survey introduced 
the “none” category for the first time after World War II. What is more, the US Census Bureau had also introduced surveys 
regarding religious affiliation in 1957 but was found unconstitutional due to the nature of the question asked referring to private 
life and religious freedom. 

The increase in the number of Americans who choose or identify themselves as “non religious” when asked about their religious 
preferences in traditional surveys has been of significant interest over the past fifty years (Baker and Smith 2009; Hout and 
Fisher 2002, 2006; Stark 2008) . There is still much controversy on the amount of nones in the American religious landscape 
(Dougherty, Johnson and Polson 2007; Smith and Kim 2000). 

According to all specialists and research studies, ‘nones’ are everywhere in the religious landscape (Drescher 2016; Kosmin 
2008). In this perspective, we will take the example of the New Thought movement, considered as the American metaphysical 
religion which has been part of the shaping of national identity, both as a model of pluralism and a token of spiritual and political 
dynamism. Are New Thought religion members the archetypes of the “none” population and of the phenomenon of the “noneing” 
process? 

This question raises the problem of the religious identification process within its importance in the spiritual and religious 
landscape of the United States and elsewhere across the world. It directly impacts the debate on the sacralization/secularization 
process by inviting a new approach to the explanation of the “none” cohort: is it a true sign of secularization? 

 
  



S043B: Continuities, Disruptions, and Multiple Religious Identities in Late 
Antique Egypt (2nd–6th Centuries) II/A 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 110 
Session Chair: Francesco Berno 

This panel includes contributions that, using various methodological approaches (such as history of Christianity, religious 
studies, exegesis, reception history), aim to analyze the multifaceted character of Christianity in Late Antique Egypt (2nd-6th 

centuries), with special reference to the continuities and discontinuities that can be observed in the history of the religious 
traditions in that area, in several matters: theological doctrines, practices, ecclesiology, etc. This is related to the issue of the 
multiple religious identities in Late Antique Egypt. As is well known, the various religious groups in Late Antique Egypt were 

involved in complex processes of identity construction (also with theological-political implications). Different groups had 
different self-conceptions and self-representations, and variously perceived or labelled other groups. Identity construction 
developed through both continuities and disruptions, interactions and conflicts; the reception of given texts and traditions 

played a key role. Papers in this panel address issues such as the way in which certain texts were produced, used, or 
interpreted in one or more given group(s), also through different periods (for example, Enochic, Platonic, Orphic, and Gnostic 
sources will be considered); the self-perception and representation of “others” in texts or documents produced by, used by, or 

speaking of various groups and traditions in Late Antique Egypt, such as Gnostic, Monastic, and other Christian groups, as 
well as non-Christian ones, from the perspective of their stance towards continuity and discontinuity with a given religious 
tradition; the relationships between different religious groups in Late Antique Egypt; reflections upon certain key terms and 

concepts attested in the sources from that context. 

 

Ir/rational Enkrateia? The Greek Gospel according to the Egyptians and Its (Early) Interpretations 

Andrea Annese 

Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 

The Greek Gospel according to the Egyptians is a second-century gospel which is known only through mentions and quotations 
by some ancient Christian authors, especially Clement of Alexandria (who discusses Encratite beliefs by arguing for a “rational” 
kind of enkrateia against an “irrational” one). The extant fragments belong to a dialogue between Jesus and one “Salome,” a 
woman disciple of him, and deal with the issues of sexual activities, procreation, and gender differentiation. This paper will 
present Gos. Eg. as a key example of a text which, in the Egyptian milieu, was situated at the intersection of different interpretative 
trajectories, developed by diverse persons and religious groups; reasonings on continuity/discontinuity and identity definition 
were also involved. This contribution aims to investigate the various, complex levels of meaning pertaining to Gos. Eg.:the text 
itself, the words attributed to Jesus which it transmits, and the later interpretations (by the Encratites, by Clement, possibly by 
some Gnostics). Following a brief overview of the extant fragments, this paper will focus on a specific case: the enigmatic saying 
about “the herb which has bitterness” (Strom. 3.9.66.2). To try discovering its meaning(s), this text will be examined in parallel 
with other passages from Clement’s works and with other literature as well. 

 

The Reception of Philo’s Reincarnational Soteriology in Clement 

Sami Yli-Karjanmaa 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

It is usually assumed in scholarship that early Christianity inherited a negative Jewish attitude towards the tenet of reincarnation 
(transmigration of souls, or metempsychosis). This implies that (1) the doctrine had no place in the Judaism(s) of the turn of the 
era and (2) that the early Christian thinkers all simply agreed with this supposed Jewish consensus. Neither of these propositions 
holds. I have shown that, despite his reticence about the issue, Philo of Alexandria endorsed transmigration (Reincarnation in 
Philo of Alexandria, SBL Press 2015). In Philo’s Platonic two-tier worldview the soul must orientate away from the sense-
perceptible realm to the noetic in order to become liberated from repeated “prison terms” in the body. The soul’s orientation to 
things corporeal constitutes the major driving force of reincarnation in his thought. Clement of Alexandria is a highly interesting 
point of comparison because of the influence both Plato and Philo exerted on him. Contrary to the view of many scholars, a close 
reading of Clement’s works makes it clear that in his repeated mentions of reincarnation he never reveals his own stance – in 
marked contrast to heresiologists like Irenaeus and Tertullian, who vehemently denounce the doctrine. Yet Clement clearly 
implies he has a position. It thus remains for scholars to turn to the more indirect evidence: does reincarnation have a niche in 
which to thrive in Clement’s thought? The topic of this paper is the question if his soteriology is easier to understand with or 
without reincarnation, and how it compares with Philo’s in terms of the prerequisites of salvation and the driving forces of 
reincarnation. 

 

Athanasius and the Gods of the Others 

Chiara Di Serio 

University of Rome La Sapienza, Italy 

The work of Athanasius Contra Gentes is one of the key texts for understanding in what terms Christian thought demolished, 
from the ideological, philosophical and theological point of view, the gods of the Greek polytheism.  

The main argument on which Athanasius bases his controversy is that the greek gods were men at former times, and then were 
divinized. Their behaviors, according to the descriptions of poets and artists, were not convenient to deities, indeed they were 
completely reprehensible. Therefore, as Athanasius thinks, it is probable that their shameful actions are real, while the divine 
attributes are the work of poets and artists. 

Through a shift from the "emic" plane of the belief to the symbolic plane of doctrinal abstraction, we can observe a devaluation 
of the Greek concept of divinity. This idea was based on anthropomorphic features, and on the possibility of divine interference 
in the actions of mankind, but certainly did not question the sacred value of superhuman beings. 

Therefore, the purpose of this work is to investigate within a "judging" perspective such as that of Athanasius. 



 
  



S044C: Reconfiguring Concepts and Methods for the Semiotic Understanding 
of Religious Change III: Semiotic Processes of Religious Cognition 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 336 
Session Chair: Thomas-Andreas Põder 

The past decade has seen a revival in the application of semiotic theory to religious studies. From the 1960s through the 
1980s, there was a modest surge of interest among religious studies scholars in semiotic methodologies. Due to several 
factors, such as criticism of the structuralist premises of much of 20th century semiotics and a lack of confidence in the 

fruitfulness of semiotic models, this interest fell into a general abeyance (Robert Yelle, 2013). In the 2000s, a revival in semiotic 
studies of religion began,. Two signposts are worth a special mention: The publication of the first monograph with a title 

Semiotics of Religion (Robert Yelle(2013)) and Mediation and Immediacy: The Semiotic Turn in the Study of Religion, an 
international conference held in Turin in 2016. This session focuses on modifying or rethinking semiotic approaches and 
methodologies, especially for the study of religious change. Such reconfigurations are necessary to avoid the problems 

associated with older semiotic approaches For example, instead of attempting to establish universally valid semiotic structures, 
current semiotic studies of religion often look at explaining sign-making and sign-usage in particular historical periods. We 
invite papers by scholars in semiotics, religious studies, theology, philosophy, and cultural studies who have an interest in 

understanding religious change from a semiotic perspective. We welcome papers dealing with (but not limited to) the following 
topics in connection with religious studies: semiosphere(s), Peircean semiotics, biosemiotics, modelling systems, Greimassian 

analysis, cognitive semiotics, social discourse theory, somatic semiotics, and the contemporary relevance of late ancient, 
medieval, and early modern semiotic systems. 

 

Finding Spirit in A Letter: Ancient and Modern Attempts to Plumb Language for Religious Progress 

Naomi Janowitz 

University of California-Davis, United States of America 

Late Antique religious texts claim that prayer is an improved or higher form of religious expression than sacrifice and also equated 
with increased ethical demands. Prayer and sacrifice are compared based on models drawn from language, such as the famous 
example of letter/spirit. This model is adopted instead of analyzed by many modern scholars of Late Antique religion. For 
example, Francies Clooney argues that, “[s]piritualization…means the process by which the Scriptural authors gradually focus 
their attention on the interior requisites for proper sacrifice, instead of the material performance itself…One need not be Christian 
to understand that the sacrifice ‘from the heart’ is preferable to that of burnt offerings” (Clooney, 1985). Similarly, Guy Stroumsa 
argues that it is possible to trace a further “spiritual” transformation after the 3rdcentury C.E. whereby, “…it is the individual 
consciousness that is charged with constantly reinvigourating the relation with the divine…Ideally speaking, prayer and fasting, 
and charity are all practiced in silence and in secret” (Stroumsa, 2009). Now a word internalized as a thought is the highest form 
of religious expression.  

The question remains why and how a linguistic model was used in the ancient discourse to outline a form of moral progress and 
adopted in turn by modern scholars. An alternative mode of comparing rituals, based on a closer analysis of the semiotic 
ideologies of late antiquity, is needed. Specifically, different interpretations of rituals can be described in the terms of Charles 
Peirce as distinct fixing of the “standing for” relationship of sign to divinity as regards the formal and/or indexical interpretation of 
the sign (dicentization and rhematization).  

Clooney, Francis X. (1985). Sacrifice and Its Spiritualization in the Christian and Hindu Traditions: A Study in Comparative 
Theology. Harvard Theological Review, 78, 361–380. 

Stroumsa, G. (2009). The end of sacrifice  University of Chicago Press. 

 

Vain Repetitions: The Role of Joint, or Unison, Speech in Enacting Collective Subjectivities 

Fred Cummins 

University College Dublin, Ireland 

Language, conventionally construed, is a form of interaction in which speaking roles alternate. But in public prayer, and ritual, 
we find a distinguished form of speech, joint speech, in which speakers and listeners are identical, words uttered are authored 
elsewhere, and repetition abounds. Looking further afield, many of the formal characteristics of ritualised speech (repetition, 
rhythmicity, proto-melody, synchronised gestures) are found in other situations where collective identities are manifested, and 
collective sentiments are expressed. These include the chants of civic protesters and the tribal calls of football fans. Beyond 
mere repetition, the performativity of joint uttering also finds an important echo in pledges of allegiance to secular authorities. 

Scientific accounts of language and mind have not thematised joint speaking, and the activity makes little sense from the 
perspective of individual minds, and a view of langauge as removable from context. More recent embodied and enactive 
approaches provide a framework within which we can return to the voice and its role in the enactment of subjectivity. To 
understand what it is to speak, we might eschew a view of language as a medium-neutral activity, and look at how voice has 
functioned over millennia, in which activities that are foundational for many kinds of subjectivity arise in part through joint uttering. 

For the act of uttering is special. In oracles, demonic possessions, and in the antics of ventriloquists, wherever voices emanate, 
we perceive subjects, brought into being and sustained through the act of uttering. We can find many kinds of empirical evidence 
of entanglement among those who utter in unison, and we can begin to make sense of the notion of the enaction of a collective 
subjectivity, made manifest and sustained through collective speaking. Now the vain repetitions appear as something other than 
redundant—they are the sustaining activity of a collective subject. 

 

Blueprint for a Semiotic of the Sacred: Prolegomena of a “Hierosemiotics” 

Oscar Castro 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

The sacred as numinous experience is related to neurophenomenology. When the neuroscientists talk about what is culture, 
every time they are talking that is a subproduct of the brain. Because the aim of the brain is to make resolutions in order to 



survive. Is it possible the revelation as a signal of survival, to immortal way? Is it possible that the sacred is – as Giorgio Prodi 
claims – a "bio-logical", and not a cognitive or emotional, problem (that is, theology cannot exist without biology)? 

I propose a prolegomenon of a Semiosphere of the Sacred which nucleus is out of the Semiosphere of the Culture, about the 
semiotics of religion that lives inside, even though it is wired. I call it “‘Hierosemiotics’ the (bio)semiotic analysis of the experience 
of the numinous or sacred, cross (pierce) and across the particular religion or cultures. 

For a robust methodological model, I present two pathways. On the one hand, I develop the “hermetic hermeneutics”, through 
the Algis Uždavinys’ “anagogic way”. So, for reach this level, I need to analyse the Umberto Eco’s “hermetic drift” to the limits of 
interpretation, and I want to propose the one way to break this “drift” and take a leap forward. 

By another way, I propose the work of Raimon Panikkar to describe the way of the Interreligious and Intercultural dialogue to 
make the way real. The bridge between both pathways is the Pannikar’s “diatopical hermeneutic” to go to the alterity for 
understanding the “revelator” and his signs of the sacred experience. All this allows an anagogical experience of the sacred as 
a humankind heritage. 

The Egyptian "anthropo-logic" and "theo-logic" description forge the bio-semiotic meaning of the Sacred, and their Hieroglyphics 
our Hermetic way of the “Hierosphere”.  

 

Reading images: the iconic turn in semiotics and the theology of icons 

Alin Olteanu1,2 
1University of Tartu, Estonia; 2Vilnius Gediminas Technical University 

I explore some similarities between Charles Peirce’s semiotics and the theology of icons of Christian iconodules (John of 
Damascus in particular), as developed during the iconoclast controversy. In the second half of the 18th century, after four 
centuries of dualist modernism in the West, Peirce directly recovered the concept of sign, as used by some Patristic authors, 
among whom St Augustine in particular, as a non-dualist alternative to the dualist concept of idea (mental entity). While 
mainstream in Christian Patristic and Scholastic thought, and, arguably, in some Medieval Muslim and Judaic scholars, the 
doctrine of signs was disrupted by the preference for ideas in modernism. Currently, semiotics takes a central stage in the on-
going iconic and embodiment turn in the humanities. This consists in the reorientation towards schematic, embodied forms of 
meaning as tools of knowledge, on which linguistic modelling is also grounded. This is correlated with a growing interest in 
semiotics for Peirce’s pragmatism. The concept of icon plays a central role in Peirce’s semiotics, which makes this an opportune 
philosophy for the postmodern and digital age. While Peirce was profoundly knowledgable in Church history and was obviously 
inspired by religious ideas, he never mentioned Christian theologians of the times of the iconoclast controversy. However, it is 
very likely that Peirce’s decision to term icon the sign that signifies due to similarity is inspired, directly or indirectly, from the 
homonymous Christian theological concept, as developed during the iconoclast controversy. Peirce’s nonlinguistic concepts of 
proposition, symbol and argument underpin a methodology reminiscent of John of Damascus’ argument that Scripture can be 
understood, also at symbolical levels, due to its primarily iconic mode of signification. I conclude by discussing how, in contrast 
to modernism, this view is rather accepting of mystical religious experiences, also justifying physical activity for spiritual purposes. 
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The panel addresses the topic of ‘Religious Studies and Cold War’, that is the issue of the slow disclosure of Eastern and 
Western blocs for a debate on the so-called scientific, non-confessional, academic studies of religions. We welcome 

presentations with new data concerning this matter by focusing on the history of the “International Association for the History of 
Religions” (IAHR) founded in 1950 under the umbrella organization of the UNESCO/CIPSH. With this panel we aim to 

reconstruct the process of the affiliation of Central and Eastern European national groups of scholars to the IAHR from the de-
Stalinization to the establishment of the European Union. For this, a network of historians engaged in this field shall set in 

motion a debate on the IAHR as a world-wide open society of scholars, built across and after the Iron Curtain: on its 
achievements and failures and its future prospects. Special attention will be given to the birth of the European Association for 

the Study of Religions in the framework of the IAHR. 

 

Institutionalisation, Internationalisation and Transdisciplinary Cooperation: The Case of the Estonian 
Society for the Study of Religions 

Ergo-Hart Västrik 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Academic study of religions was marginalised in Estonia during the Soviet occupation that coincides broadly with the period of 
Cold War. Many prominent scholars of religion of the pre-WW2 period had either emigrated from Estonia during the war or had 
lost their positions in academic institutions due to Soviet reforms and ideology that did not favour Religious Studies. This was 
the reason why the works of the Soviet period theologians remained unpublished and were disseminated as typewritten copies. 
However, some research in the field of religion was conducted and published within other disciplines such as Archaeology, 
Ethnography, Folkloristics, and Oriental Studies.  

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the restoration of the independent Republic of Estonia in 1991, Religious Studies 
regained its status as a legitimate field of study that was manifested also in institutional level. For example, this was the year 
when the Faculty of Theology was reopened at the University of Tartu and long-term international cooperation with scholars of 
Religious Studies in Germany was re-established. In these years initiatives of gaining scholarly freedom were channelled in the 
activities of pre-war academic societies such as the Estonian Oriental Society (re-established in 1988), the Folklore Society (re-
established in 1996), or newly established associations like the Society of Theology (established in 1999). As stated by Valk & 
Kulmar (2015), these scholarly societies represented three parallel trends in the field of Religious Studies in Estonia, 
characterising national research traditions since 19th century. In order to bring scholars of different fields together the Estonian 
Society for the Study of Religions was founded in 2006. An important goal of the society has been also to develop international 
cooperation and represent Estonian scholars in the European Association for the Study of Religions (EASR) and the International 
Association for the History of Religions (IAHR).  

 

Looking at the History of the Latvian Society for the Study of Religions 

Janis Priede 

University of Latvia, Latvia 

The origins of the Latvian Society for the Study of Religions (LSSR) date back to the Society of Philosophy and Religion 
established under the auspices of the University of Latvia in 1922. In 1939, the association reregistered and changed its name 
to the Society of Religious Sciences. The first Soviet occupation started on 17 June 1940, and the association was closed down 
on 14 November 1940. Activity of the LSSR recommenced only in 2009 when the Latvian Society for the Study of Religions 
(LSSR) was established. The Society became a member of the EASR in 2009 (Messina) and the IAHR in 2010 (Toronto). The 
study of religions in Latvia is carried out both at universities and at research institutes. The Faculty of Humanities of the University 
of Latvia deserves a special mention. It continues the traditions of the study of religions started by philologists, literature scientists, 
folklore specialists, and Orientalists of the University of Latvia. The Faculty of Theology mainly focuses on the traditional and 
contemporary Christian issues, especially the ones dealing with the history of the Church and theology. The Institute of 
Philosophy and Sociology should be particularly singled out for its research into the history of religious and philosophical ideas, 
as well as into the religious situation of modern Latvia. The objective of the Latvian Society for the Study of Religions is to unite 
all scholars in the field of the study of religions having an academic background regardless of their institutional affiliation and 
research direction. 

 

Academic Study of Religions in Lithuania: Historical and Contemporary Overview 

Milda Alisauskiene1, Rasa Pranskevičiūtė-Amoson2 
1Vytautas Magnus University, Lithuania; 2Vilnius University, Lithuania 

The paper presents an overview of the formation of academic study of religions in Lithuania during the XX-XXI centuries. 
Together with fragmented efforts to study religions in the state atheism regime (study of folk customs and religion, eastern 
philosophy and religions), there has been a visible interest in the study of religions after the collapse of Soviet Union. 

In 2011, the Lithuanian Society for the Study of Religion was reestablished and It became affiliated to IAHR and EASR in the 
2012. The society is actively involved in academic study of religions, as well as attempts to become a more active participant 
within science policy-making. However, studies of religion in Lithuania (as well, as in the big part of the post-Communist countries 
those post-Communist societies that are dominated by the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church) have hardly yet 
found their place in the academy, are influenced by the dominant religion of the particular society and are marginalized by the 
other academic disciplines. 

Studies of religion and their place and role in the academia and society in general might be one of the indicators of its social 
change, and the development of its civil society. The Lithuanian case shows that studies of religion are undergoing a process of 



identification and acceptance in academia and society, and international cooperation, concern and support are of high importance 
in this process. 
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Taking the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the Meiji Restoration (Meiji Ishin 明治維新, 1868), our panel proposes to reflect 

on elements of the religious dimension of that essential moment in Japanese history, by tracing both changes and continuity in 
religious discourse, historiography, education, and in the conceptualization of religion. Through our session, we want not only 

to enrich the knowledge of the history of religions in Japan, but also to question categories and theoretical frameworks in which 
modernity and religion are narrated. 

The Meiji Restoration, with the re-establishment of imperial rule, marked an essential moment in the history of Japan. For 
decades historians have stressed how the Restoration was accompanied by ruptures and changes in multiple fields and have 
identified them with the irruption of modernity in the country, stressing the role played by the impact of Euro-American culture 

and imperialism. Religion is part of this narrative of discontinuity: from the separation of Shintō and Buddhism and the 
persecution of the latter, to the confrontation with the return of Christian missionaries, and to the debates on religious freedom 

and state-religion relations. The concept itself of religion was shaped in the intellectual and political debates of this period. 
However, more recently research has started to focus on elements of continuity with the pre-Meiji period, both at the level of 
ideas and socio-political connections. In addition, historians of modern Asia have restored the agency of local intellectual and 
religious elites in the context of colonialism and imperialism, paid attention to local concerns and contexts, and shed light on 

inter-Asian networks and flows of ideas, and in so doing they have revised Euro-centric narratives. 
The four presentations in our session will enrich this debate with a particular attention to the changes and continuities in the 

Japanese conceptualization of religion at and after the Meiji Restoration. Mick Deneckere (Ghent University, visiting professor) 
will trace intellectual networks already established in the Edo period (1603–1868) that continued through the political turmoil of 

1868 and influenced the later modernization efforts of Buddhist reformers. Orion Klautau (Tohoku University, associate 
professor) will discuss the essential role of the Buddhist priest and historian Murakami Senshō (1851–1929)—famously 

defrocked for supporting the thesis that Mahāyāna Buddhism is not word of the Buddha—in the establishment of a historical 
and academic framework of discussion on Buddhism in Meiji Japan. Paride Stortini (The University of Chicago, doctoral 
candidate) will analyze the development of the academic study of Indology and Sanskrit in Buddhist universities, and the 

discourse around scientific approaches to religion related to it, by focusing on the role of two Buddhist priest-scholars who 
studied at Oxford under Friedrich Max Müller: Nanjō Bunyū (1849–1927) and Takakusu Junjirō (1866–1945). Bruce Grover 
(Heidelberg University, doctoral candidate) will show how Buddhist reformers of the Meiji period strategically reconceived 

philosophy and faith in anti-Christian debates. 

 

An Ancient Language for a Modern Approach to Religion: Sanskrit and the Scientific Study of Buddhism 
in Meiji and Taishō Japan 

Paride Stortini 

The University of Chicago, United States of America 

The development of Indology and the study of Sanskrit have occupied a central role in the establishment of the modern study of 
religion in Europe, strongly influenced by Max Müller’s comparative philology. In Meiji period Japan (1868–1912), Sanskrit played 
a similarly essential function in the birth of modern academic approaches to Buddhism. The mastery of Indic sources, 
inaccessible to Japanese Buddhists before this period, allowed them to enter into scholarly conversation and competition with 
Euro-American orientalists. At the same time, this new form of knowledge was used to justify claims of a scientific study of 
Buddhism, by differentiating it from the sectarian tradition based on the Chinese canon. These scientific claims strategically met 
government requirements for the recognition of Buddhist educational institutions as public universities in the Taishō period 
(1912–1926). 

In this paper, I will analyze this modernization narrative, taking into consideration both rupture and continuities with pre-Meiji 
scholarly practices. I will do it by focusing on the place that Sanskrit and Indology had in the work of Buddhist scholars Nanjō 

Bunyū (南条文雄1849–1927) and Takakusu Junjirō (高楠順次郎 1866–1945), and especially in their institutional and educational 

roles within both public and religiously affiliated universities. The analysis will shed light on how the Japanese reception and 
reconception of Indology in Buddhist studies intersected discourses on origins, science as opposed to faith, and the definition of 
the modern nation-state in the context of colonialism. 

 

Continuing intellectual exchange within the disruptions of the Meiji Restoration: the case of the Buddhist 
priest-scholar Shimaji Mokurai and statesman Kido Takayoshi 

Mick Deneckere 

Ghent University, Belgium 

It is a well-known fact of Japanese history that the alliance of the Satsuma and Chōshū domains succeeded in overthrowing the 
Tokugawa regime, leading to the Meiji Restoration in 1868. Next to the political, social and economic factors that enabled Chōshū 
to perform this role, there was yet another, lesser-known aspect that was instrumental in preparing the domain for this historical 
task, namely its religious landscape, in which Shin (True Pure Land) Buddhism occupied a crucial place. As the main school of 
Buddhism in Chōshū, Shin Buddhism had nurtured close connections with the domain authorities over the centuries. In the mid-
19th century, the school’s participation in politics and its endeavours to modernise its structures enabled it to be integral part of 
the domain’s effort to overthrow the Tokugawa regime. Shortly after the Meiji Restoration, in 1872, the Shin Buddhist Nishi 
Honganji temple undertook an expedition “to observe the religious situation of the West”. It left Japan for Europe shortly after the 
departure of the Japanese diplomatic Iwakura Embassy that toured Europe and America to obtain a revision of unequal treaties. 
This paper zooms in on the endeavours of the Shin priest-scholar Shimaji Mokurai (1838–1911) and Meiji statesman Kido 
Takayoshi (1833–1877), whose shared pre-Meiji Chōshū background facilitated the organisation of the Buddhist expedition. The 
journey brought the two men in Europe together—Mokurai as a member of the Buddhist mission, and Kido as a vice-ambassador 
to the Iwakura Embassy. This paper explores how the two men’s meetings and correspondence in Europe on the topic of 
“religion” enabled Shin Buddhism to contribute to the development of a modern notion of religion-state relations at a time of 



strong anti-Buddhist sentiment in Japan. It thereby focuses on the continuity of their intellectual exchanges within the disruptions 
caused by the Meiji Restoration. 

 

The Predicament of the Non-Modern: Murakami Sensho and the Essence of Buddhism in Meiji Japan 

Orion Klautau 

Tohoku University, Japan 

From around the time Japan was faced with the forced (re)opening of its harbors to Western powers in the 1850s, the issue of 
translation became an ever-pressing one. Although terms such as “liberty” and “empire” presented their challenges, from the 
outset of treaty negotiations “religion” too turned out to be, for bakufu translators, an especially complicated concept. As several 
recent monographs in both English and Japanese have skillfully described, the history of shūkyō, the Japanese term for “religion,” 
is not one of simple translation, but of the appropriation of a Euro-American concept theretofore alien to the Japanese 
intelligentsia. As representatives of a tradition present in the Japanese archipelago for over a thousand years, Buddhist priests 
played, in this context, a fundamental role, as they were faced with the dilemma of reconceiving their disparate doctrinal positions 
into a systematic “religion” akin to Christianity. The issue of explaining the many different teachings of the numerous Buddhist 
canons was indeed not a new one – it gave birth, in medieval China, to classification systems influential well into the modern 
period. However, the modern concept of “religion,” along with the burden of “scientific” history, posed yet different problems, 
which needed to be addressed in a new “academic” fashion. Murakami Senshō (1851-1929), whose work will be considered in 
this presentation, was one of the central characters in this process. A priest from the Ōtani denomination of the True Pure Land 
tradition, in the 1890s Murakami became one of the first to teach Buddhism at Tokyo (Imperial) University, the first institution of 
its kind in post-Restoration Japan. For most of his life, Murakami dedicated himself at explaining the “consistency” of Buddhism 
in a way that would encompass both contemporary Japanese practices and, further, its Indic origins. 

 

From Philosophy to Faith: Strategic Reformulations of the Concept of Religion among Japanese 
Buddhist Reformers from the 1880s to the Eve of WWI 

Bruce Gordon Grover 

University of Heidelberg 

My contribution will seek to clarify continuity and change in the concept of religion and its relation to political worldviews and 
nationalism among lay Buddhist political activists in the pre-WWI period. In the 1880s, prominent intellectuals began presenting 
Buddhism as a ‘philosophy’ and rejected the perceived irrationality associated with ‘religion.’ This philosophical pretense was 
strategically adopted in an effort to emphasize Buddhism’s sophisticated rationality in contradistinction to Christianity as well as 
to protect it against the critique of scientific materialism. For many, this rhetoric was also deeply intertwined with nationalist 
aspirations to preserve Japanese ‘traditional’ thought and customs against condescending Orientalist hierarchies. Nevertheless, 
recent research has noted that as the turn of the century approached, many of the followers of these reformist thinkers began to 
embrace ‘religion’ to describe systems of belief which they felt ideally included ‘faith’ and ‘experience’. 

After introducing the major intellectual figures who represented this trend, I will introduce several understudied conservative 
figures often seen as the most resistant to change and foreign influence, such as Torio Koyata and his proteges, who nonetheless 
also followed this same trajectory of initially emphasizing rationalism and then embracing religious faith. The conservative 
politician Torio was an important mentor to Shaku Sōen, famous for participating in the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions 
and for greatly contributing to the introduction of Zen to the West together with his disciple D.T. Suzuki. As a result, the conceptual 
reformulations of Torio and his circle were consequential for global religious history. By placing conservative thinkers’ views in 
the context of the full range of religious thought including progressive intellectuals, I will ultimately show a broad convergence 
on the concept of religion in the need to balance reason and faith as a response to similar challenges faced by religious leaders 
during this period. 
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Muslim authority structures are changing globally. In many European contexts, an older generation of religious leaders, active 
within largely ethnically defined communities and institutions, have had difficulties reaching younger generations of Muslims. 

The generation gap is at once linguistic, cultural and religious. While youths born in post-migration contexts primarily speak the 
local language, members of older and migrating generations often prefer languages of their countries of origin. Generations are 
also differently culturally habituated due to varying experiences and identifications, e.g. in terms of what is perceived as ‘home’. 
Moreover, differences are framed in religious terms: a search for ‘deculturised’ Islam, ostensibly purified from the varied local 

Muslim practices around the world, is prioritised among many reform-oriented young Muslim activists. 
At the same time, advocates of global Islamic discourses compete for influence among these young Muslims, not least by 

establishing Islamic universities with attractive stipends aiming at international students. Moreover, non-Muslim audiences and 
societal institutions – for example, hospitals, schools, and prisons – require responses, engagements and task fulfilment from 
Muslim leaders. The necessary cultural translation of global Islamic discourses to locally situated audiences therefore requires 

skilled individuals with competencies in all levels of this transmission and communication: it requires a new generation of 
Muslim religious leaders. 

The ‘new generation’ of religious leaders entails not only a change in personnel, but important new types of Muslim religious 
leaders that go beyond and mix traditionally separate roles. This involves being fluent in and habituated to the local language 
and culture, as well as ability to combine knowledge of Western intellectual concepts with traditional Islamic learning. It might 

mean being a social role model in streets and university campuses as well as leading worship, preaching, teaching, and giving 
personal religious advice in and outside mosques. In order to investigate the issues outlined above, the session encourages 

invites to consider the following questions: 
* How do Muslim preachers and teachers in European contexts articulate and embody Islam with local audiences in mind, how 

can their religious discourse be interpreted, and how is it received? 
* Why do young European Muslims pursue Islamic education abroad, what kind of universities and schools are they attending, 

and what impact does this have upon their return? 
* How does the public sector accommodate and use European Muslim religious functionaries, how do these functionaries fulfil 

their roles, and what are the consequences of this accommodation? 

 

The Mosque as a vehicle of Muslim political participation in Denmark 

Brian Arly Jacobsen 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

Few studies have examined the role of religious institutions in ethnic or minority communities as political mobilizers. Furthermore, 
little is known about the role that link minorities in religious institutions to broader forms of political participation. Through an 
examination of patterns of Danish Muslim political behavior and their levels of mosque participation, I will argue that the mosque 
takes on the manifold role of mobilization vehicle for civic participation. I will also argue that most mosques on both an official 
and practical level promote and foster a sense of group consciousness among Danish Muslims that promote democratic ideals. 
Thereby the mosque can become an important focal point for integration of Muslims with migration background in the Danish 
society. 

 

The Accommodation of Islam in the Danish Public Sector 

Kasper Ly Netterstrøm 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

Most research on Islam in Denmark has focused either on Muslim institutions and organizations (often in light of migration 
studies) or the individual experiences of Muslims. The first approach has concentrated on describing how the different ethnic 
groups organize, their mosques and the doctrinal differences between them. The second approach, often applying 
anthropological methodology, has focused on the individual religious experience of Danish Muslims. Not much research has 
examined how the Danish public sector has dealt with the Muslim minority. This stands in stark contrast to the media attention 
that local accommodation of Islamic values gets in the national media. A single prayer room in a high school can make headlines, 
as can a halal meal in a kindergarten. 

This paper seeks to provide an overview of how the Danish public sector, in its more than 50-year long interaction with Muslims, 
has accommodated certain Islamic norms and values. From the hospital imam to halal meat. The aim of the paper is to try to 
sketch out the various ways accommodation has happened, what have been the drivers, and what determined whether the 
accommodation became politicized. 

 

How to conceptualize and study female authority positions in conservative milieus 

Maria Lindebaek Lyngsoee 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

Issues related to religious authority are central in the study of Islam, and a growing number of studies imply that authority must 
also be linked to Muslim women in conservative milieus. However, as for instance Saba Mahmood (2005) and Masooda Bano 
(2017) point out, a reconceptualization of the concepts authority and agency is necessary when doing research among 
conservative Muslims, in order to grasp how and to what extent women act as authoritative figures in these milieus.  

Such a reconceptualization has methodological implications for the way research can be carried out and how the researcher can 
access the field. When authority and agency does not fit the common western-liberal understanding of these concepts, how does 
the researcher identify and find what actually must be accounted for as authority and agency? While authority and agency have 
traditionally been almost exclusively connected to public contexts, both my own findings and other studies (e.g. Gade 2004; 
Mahmood 2005; Bano 2007; Liberatore 2017) show that such an understanding will overlook important female actors and 



authority figures. When more private or everyday contexts appear to be most central, how doesthe researcher, then, access the 
essential informants and contexts that might not even be considered as connected to authority by the women in question 
themselves? And where does the researcher draw the line between women’s regular participation in mosque environments and 
authoritative agency/leadership? These and similar questions will be dealt with in this paper.  

Based on an ethnographic pilot study of women’s classes in Qur’an recitation (tajwid) as well as ongoing field research carried 
out in relation to my PhD project, this presentation will elaborate on and discuss the above considerations and questions.  
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In our public and academic debates a recurring argument – more often asserted than explicated – is that constitutional 
democracy must be secular in order to be just, fair, legitimate, consistent and effective. Once we look across the many political 

orders of the world’s democracies, however, it is unclear what such secularity entails. How are we to understand Christian 
Democratic parties across Europe? State religious preferences in a wide range of democratic countries in both the global North 

and South? The influence of Evangelicals on democratic politics across the Americas and Africa? The growing influence of 
religious nationalism in democracies across the world, including variants – among many others – that are Protestant (US, 

Brazil), Catholic (Poland, France), Hindu (India), Jewish (Israel), Muslim (Turkey, Indonesia), and Buddhist (Myanmar)? And 
what of progressive religious politics – ranging from religiously-inspired politicians and political parties, both old and emergent 
(including, for example, new generations of Muslims in the West) to a vibrant host of grassroots movements addressing social 

justice, human rights, refugees, undocumented migrants, education, health care, housing, prison reform, ethnic conflict, climate 
change and military conflict?  

In light of such extensive religious engagement, influence and innovation in democracies across the world – both progressive 
and conservative – the question arises if indeed democracy must be secular, or even can be secular? What is the political life 
of religion in democracy? This panel warmly invites submissions that address this question from a range of locations, histories 

and democracies. 

 

Rethinking Islam and Democracy for the 21st century: The ‘Other’ in Modern-Day Sunni Islamic Religious 
Writings 

Muhammad Al-Atawneh 

Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Israel 

Democracy has preoccupied Muslim jurists and scholars since the dawn of the modern Arab renaissance about two centuries 
ago. Since then, the concept of democracy has changed and developed under the influence of a variety of social and political 
developments and subsequently the attitudes of jurists and intellectuals towards democracy. This is manifested in various 
religious writings dealing with the prospective Islamic state and socio-political order, but mainly in the religio-legal opinions 
(fatwas) issued by leading modern Muslim scholars and religious institutions. These fatwas seem to be evolving since the 1970s 
and now constitute a hot arena for the Muslim religio-legal discourse on politics and governance. A quick glimpse at these fatwas 
finds a wide range of topics related to politics and governance including: separation of religion and state, Islam vis-à-vis 
democracy, authority (marjiʿiyya), sovereignty (hakimiyya), minorities, women in government (wilayat al-mar'a), human rights 
and so forth.  

In this paper, I will present and elucidate some significant transformations in the Sunni Islamic religious attitudes towards 
democracy with emphasis on the relationships with non-Muslims in the 21st century. I analyze the views of leading Muslim 
scholars and religious institutions on these concepts, emphasizing the changes and developments they have undergone over 
the last few decades. The two questions raised here are: How do modern-day Sunni religious writings relate to non-Muslims and 
other world religions? and What are the main changes that have occurred?  

 

Who leads Leitkultur? How populist claims about ‘Christian Identity’ impact Christian-Democrats in 
Western Europe 

Ernst van den Hemel 

Meertens Institute, Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences, Netherlands, The 

A widely shared but understudied characteristic of the rise of right-wing conservative populism (the New Right) is the emphasis 
on religio-cultural identity of the West. Using phrases like ‘Judeo-Christianity’, ‘Christian values’, or ‘Christian Leitkultur’ a variety 
of political actors have claimed that religious-cultural identity needs to be safeguarded and enshrined in policy. As this frame is 
gaining traction, the question arises what this emphasis on the public importance of religion entails for those who see themselves 
as the guardians of religious-cultural identity. On the one hand the emphasis on the importance of ‘Christian traditions’ resonates 
with the historical position christian democrats have developed, on the other hand, there are important differences between 
christian democracy and how the New Right speaks of religion. In particular this paper focusses on the challenges this 
development creates for Christian Democratic political actors. 

This paper first outlines how, in Western Europe, the rise of the New Right involved the culturalization of Christianity, particularly 
through certain symbolic controversies. Secondly this paper focusses on how christian democrats react to these controversies 
by presenting two case studies. One case study is situated in the Netherlands, focussing on the Christian Democratic Appel 
(CDA) and its reaction to populist claims concerning the Judeo-Christian roots of the Netherlands during the 2017 parliamentary 
elections. The second focusses on debates about the Christian Identity of Europe in the European Parliament, in particular the 
role of Christian Democratic fractions of the European parliament in these debates. Using discourse analysis, social media data 
and parliamentary archives, I show how christian democrats attempt to embrace, resist and reframe these new definitions of 
Christian Leitkultur, and how, in the process, christian democracy is in the process of changing drastically.  

 

Mosques in a transcultural Europe: an enterprise of compromises 

Muhammad Ahsan Qureshi 

University of Tampere, Finland 

This study examines how competing narratives related to a ‘transcultural space’ form new realities. The proposed Islamic Oasis 
Complex in Helsinki is used as a case study. Discourses both in support and opposition of the project will be analyzed via the 
bottom-up approach of epistemic governance. An attempt will be made to map a comprehensive collection of ‘imageries’ that 
direct opinions on either side. These, in turn, will highlight how different stakeholders approach the subject and if internal biases 



play a role in forming opinions. The analysis will have an actor-centered approach, highlighting how the contributions made at 
several actor levels, across the society, influence general narratives about the distribution of rights in Finnish society. It will also 
explore the general understanding of democratic rights cited by each extreme in their conversations. Overall, the study hopes to 
provide a better understanding of a) the democratic policy making infrastructure of Finland, and b) the composition of the Finnish- 
Muslim identity in both short-run and long-run. 

 

State forced Religion in Hungary and Turkey 

András Máté-Tóth, Fadime Yilmaz 

University of Szeged, Hungary 

In democracies like Hungary and Turkey - among many others - religion plays an important role in public discourses. In both 
countries, governments and mainline parties seem to prefer to support only one religion in their territories, Christianity and Islam, 
respectively. But it’s not even clear that what kind of Christianity and Islam is supported or forced by the hegemony. In our 
comparative study, we analyze the political impact of Christianity and Islam regarding the 7 dimensions of religion (N. Smart): 
Ritual: religious features of public rituals, Experiential: mass psychological effects of public rituals, Social and institutional: state-
supported religious institutions, Ethical and legal: religious legitimization of ethics, human quality, and law, Doctrinal and 
philosophical: religion as source for collective identity, Material: churches and minarets supported from public resources. The 
main aim of our paper is to concretize the very impact of religion and therefore to give a colorful picture of the presence of religion 
in democracies today. 

 
  



S056B: Controversial Issues in Religious Education (RE) and RE Research: 
Contents of RE 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 227 
Session Chair: Wanda Alberts 

This panel, organised by the EASR Working Group on Religion in Public Education, invites papers on controversial issues both 
in religious education (RE) and RE-related research. Papers may, therefore, discuss the presentation of controversial issues in 

school, general issues that are discussed controversially with respect to teaching about religions in school, or controversial 
issues concerning national or international RE-related research. 

As a working group focusing particularly on the development of an Religious Studies (RS) -based RE, independent from any 
kind of promotion of religion or support of religious institutions or communities, papers discussing the theoretical basis for RS-

based RE and the theoretical complexity behind the representation of religion/s this kind of RE are particularly welcome. 
Papers may, for example, relate to recent criticism of the “world religions paradigm” and its relevance for RE, or focus on 

theoretical discussions on how ‘dead religions’, new religious movements, popular culture or indigenous religions may be part 
of Religion Education in school. Papers may also discuss differences and similarities between a confessional and non-

confessional RE – as well as differences and similarities between religiously motivated and religiously independent (secular) 
RE research, for example with a focus on insider vs. outsider perspectives. The frequent blurring of the boundaries between 

the latter two in the “field of RE” may be regarded as one of the main challenges for research on RE in the academic Study of 
Religion, because, in many contexts, the distinction between the two is difficult to communicate – not only outside academia, 
but also within the research community itself. This has serious consequences for the development of models for RE, not least 

with respect to freedom of religion and belief and human rights issues, as soon as obligatory models are being discussed. 

 

”Dead man walking” – Teaching and learning from dead religions in Swedish RE-contexts 

Heike Peter 

Halmstad University, Sweden 

Dead religions as for example religions from the Ancient Near East, Ancient Greece or Old Norse Religions have disappeared 
from the curriculum of the upper secondary school and the gymnasium while religions from for instance historical Mesoamerica 
never have been part of it. This description is also true for the syllabi of Teacher Education courses at the universities. However, 
pupils from different school programs seem to be more interested in these “odd religions” compared to matters of world religions 
which are a firm part of all teaching and learning from the first to the last degree at school. 

This paper wants to investigate the present situation with the disappearance of dead religions from education, but does also 
consider the potential of “dead man cultures” in RE within aligned teaching according to the current curriculum. Concluding 
questions about the future RE are reflected upon. Popular culture is already a part of its content, and ancient mythologies are 
frequently used both within film and music for example. The study deals with theoretical questions and uses material from RE 
observations, interviews, textbook analyses and historical comparisons and wants to contribute to a discussion about a 
meaningful contemporary content of RE.  

 

Mother’s Brother’s Daughter : Teaching about ‘religion and gender’ through kinship studies 

Irene Dietzel 

University of Potsdam, Germany 

Religious ideals of womanhood, female personas in scripture, even female deities are embedded in the reality of kinship 
traditions. The anthropology of kinship suggests that gender norms as well as the agency of male and female members of a 
given kinship network vary extensively along the parameters of specific marriage customs, residence patterns, concepts of 
descent, etc. This may be an undisputed fact in the academic study of religions – however, school curricula seldom address this 
circumstance, and if they do so, then not in sufficient complexity. 

This paper outlines ways in which this contextualization can assist a more profound understanding of ‘gendered religion’ in 
patriarchal, matriarchal and modern individualist societies. It reflects on a RE lesson series on “deities and kinship” that was 
tailor cut for a multi-cultural classroom of middle adolescent students. 

 

RE as intercultural didactics? Between the danger of religification and prosperity of inclusion 

Søren Sindberg Jensen 

University of Sourthern Denmark, Denmark 

In this paper, I will address the minority question and the problem that it poses to integrative RE. Some suggest that integrative 
RE is part of the solution to the problem of including students with ethnic or religious minority background in the school systems 
of Western Europe. I will argue that there are good reasons for building an educational practice of inclusivity towards minority 
students on a secular integrative RE. However, such an effort must, and this is the second part of my argument, pay keen interest 
to the power dynamics of the classroom. This part of the paper is informed by critical multiculturalism. For instance, Mette 
Buchardt (2014) has demonstrated that the religious student, e.g. the Muslim student, is not a given but a subject that can be 
constructed in classroom talk in RE. Or, drawing on Ameena Ghaffar-Kucher (2012), students can be subject to religification, 
that is ‘the ascription and co-option of a religious identity [that] trumps other forms of categorization, such as race and ethnicity’ 
(ibid.) Although we should be cautious not to take the constructivist stance too far, I will, thirdly, argue that the potential risk of 
religification or culturalization more broadly should have consequences for how we develop the didactical how of RE. In the final 
part of the paper, I will rudimentarily outline what an inclusive and power-dynamics sensitive RE didactics might entail. In the last 
part, I draw on the findings of my field work on Philosophy with Children-teaching in Danish schools. 

 

Making Room for ‘This Sort of Religion’: Can Religious Education Incorporate Reflexivity? 

Kornel Zathureczky, Jack Laughlin 



University of Sudbury, Canada 

Within Jonathan Z. Smith’s vast scholarship on pedagogy, he emphasizes the importance of the “decisions and operations” 
undertaken by the whole “community” engaged in the academic study of religion. Not limiting himself to his own discipline, Smith 
imagines this reflexive decision-making as fundamental to every academic enquiry. Although for Smith, reflexivity seems to form 
a part of the unique initiation into post-secondary education, we wonder if it is not a posture that Religious Education (secondary, 
to be sure, but also primary?) ought to adopt more fully. 

What might it mean for Religious Education (RE) to embrace Smith’s programmatic pedagogy? Perhaps some programs already 
do this. But in the case we are most familiar with - the Canadian province of Quebec’s Ethics and Religious Culture Program 
(ERC) - we’ve discerned many ways in which the “decisions and operations” of the program are occluded even at the highest 
levels of its administration. 

Thinking about this on the 40th anniversary of Jonestown, we look to Smith’s famous essay on that event. For therein we find 
much that questions RE as it is often practiced. At the same time, we think the article offers much for the renewal of RE. The 
matter is pretty straightforward for us: insofar as ERC emphasizes Quebec’s religious heritage, what has it to say about that 
echo of Jonestown, the Solar Temple mass suicide of the mid-90s in Morin-Heights? If Religious Education avoids trying to 
understand such things, it not only fails at the Enlightenment experiment of daring to know (a fundamental upon which universal 
education is based), it fails at its Deweyian mission of citizen-formation. 

 
  



S057C: Muslims in Post-Communist Lands: Between Traditional and Global: 
Russia 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 217 
Session Chair: Katarzyna Górak-Sosnowska 

The proposed session seeks to explore how official Islamic leadership and grassroots Muslim communities across the wider 
East-Central Europe and post-Soviet Muslim Eurasia have negotiated their post-communist transition and reacted to their 

reintegration within the wider ummah. Presented papers will discuss the implications for institutionalised Muslim ‘clergy’ and 
state-Muslim relations of the political ‘Europeanisation’ (the so-called ‘Euro-Atlantic integration’) of countries in East-Central 
Europe, and the increasing political ‘Eurasianisation’ of Russia, the Muslim Caucasus and Central Asia. The panel will also 

examine the changing meanings and practices of Islam, as well as the very nature of Islamic legal authority in countries under 
the influence of Yusuf al-Qaradawi and other ‘global muftis’. It will pay special attention to the role of self-proclaimed Islamic 

‘scholars’ active online and in social media in shaping young Muslims’ ‘untraditional’ perceptions of ‘true’ Muslim-ness and their 
complex relationship with ‘national’ Islam, constitutionally enshrined secularism and societal confessional and ethnic pluralism. 

 

The Role of Religious Communities for Uzbek Migrants in Moscow 

Kaarina Aitamurto, Sherzod Eraliev 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

This paper discusses the reasons why a significant number of Uzbek migrants become more religious in Russia than they were 
at home. Theoretically, the paper draws to insecurity theories and the discussions about religious communities as the source of 
social capital. In the environment of weak legal culture and the prevalence of shadow economy, Uzbek migrants, working in 
Moscow, often resort to informal ethnic and kinship networks in search of support and protection. In addition to these, Muslim 
communities may also play a crucial role in the everyday strategies and in the integration of Uzbek migrants. Mosques, in which 
Muslims of different ethnicities socialize, function as an important civil society institution, providing information, opportunities for 
networking and even material support. In this way, mosques help to create trust within migrant communities and provide social 
capital. However, we suggest that in the case of Uzbek migrants in Moscow, psychological and existential (physical) insecurities 
often play even more crucial role in affecting their religious behaviour. Sources of insecurity include but are not limited to bad 
living conditions far away from close family members, local population’s xenophobia and psychological and financial pressure 
from officials (police, immigration authorities), contrasts in cultures of migrants’ own and host countries, secluded lifestyle within 
their own groups, etc. The insecurity feelings and discrimination may push a significant amount of Uzbek migrants to seek solace 
and comfort in religion. In our interview materials, mosques were often presented as a special “space of trust” in which Musl im 
solidarity actualizes. As a couple of our informants emphasized, “in mosque everyone wants to be a good person”. It should also 
be noted that religious behavior of many other migrants may remain unchanged during or after migration. 

 

Daily practice of wearing hijabs in non-Muslim Russian regions 

Alena Shisheliakina 

Tartu University, Institute for Cultural research, Estonia 

The processes of re-institutionalization of religion in post-Soviet Russia in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have 
brought the fact that a significant part of the country's population is oriented in its life by religious values, meanings, and symbols, 
and it also gives rise to a conflict of diverse religious values, as well as secular and religious principles. One of these problems 
is hijab wearing by Muslim women. 

The question of the wearing of Muslim clothing by schoolgirls is discussed in Russian regions. In some regions, girls are not 
allowed to come to school in a Muslim headscarf. There are various non-systemic restrictions (not at the legislative level, but at 
an informal level) at colleges etc. Daily xenophobia is also a widespread situation in Russia. So, this has affected the daily life of 
Muslim women. 

Because a hijab has many meanings for Muslim women - religious, gender, sexual and other meanings, then in the case of 
confrontation of secular and religious norms, a hijab comes to acquire political meaning. The politicization of hijab wearing is not 
episodic, it permeates the entire daily life of Muslim women in a Russian non-Muslim cultural context. 

I am going to illustrate the daily practices of headscarf wearing based on my collected field materials in Siberia (the Tyumen 
region) in 2013-2016. I will try to answer the questions: What does wearing hijab mean for young women in the region where 
Muslims are a religious minority? How do restrictions on hijab use affect their daily lives? How do Muslims maneuver between 
secular and religious norms? 

 

Religion in Service of Chechen Political Establishment 

Marat Iliyasov 

University of St Andrews, United Kingdom 

It is difficult to understate the importance of religion for the Chechen society. Religious identity of the Chechens is merged with 
their ethnic identity. One would not be wrong to claim that there is no Chechen, who would not identify him/herself as a Muslim. 
It was this attachment to religion that allowed a transformation of the nationalist independence movement into jihad during the 
later stages of the Second Russo-Chechen war of 1999-2009. Otherwise, it would be impossible for Islamists to hi-jack Chechen 
resistance in 2006, as it happened according to many (Russell 2008, Schaefer 2011, Souleimanov and Ditrych 2008, 
Yemelianova 2014). 

Current security issues in the region are still associated with Salafi Islam, which is often named Wahhabism. The popularity of 
this branch of Islam among the youth made it impossible for the current Chechen leadership in the republic to suppress Wahhabis 
using exclusively coercive methods. Therefore, Chechen government, which tries to posit itself as a “true people’s government,” 
adopted a specific strategy that uses an interpretation of Islam that aims to pacify dissatisfied, to keep under control the dissent, 
and to ensure popularity of the Chechen leadership among the people.  



This paper analyses the official interpretation of Islam in Chechen Republic. The paper targets to analyse speeches of the 
Chechen politicians and spiritual leaders, the content of the Friday sermons in mosques, and the explanatory programs on 
Chechen TV that “teach and preach” Islam to the wide public. The paper also explores other policies and mechanisms that 
Chechen government uses seeking to promote “good/correct Islam” and uproot the “incorrect one.”  

 
  



S060A: Discursive Study of Religion I 
Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - Lecture Theatre 

Session Chair: Titus Hjelm 

Recent years have witnessed the emergence of a self-conscious discursive study of religion (DSR). The new field has 
produced paradigmatic manifestos, methodological guidelines, a special journal issue, edited volumes, and sessions at 

previous EASR meetings. However, with increasing consolidation comes increasing diversity. DSR is a broad church for a 
variety of approaches differing in ontological and epistemological background assumptions and, consequently, in their 

methodological and interpretive implications. This session invites theoretical, methodological, and empirical papers discussing 
DSR and its applications and prospects in the study of religion. We encourage submissions from scholars at all stages in their 

career, from graduate students to established academics. 

 

Rereading Peter L. Berger for the Critical Discursive Study of Religion 

Titus Hjelm 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

Peter L. Berger (1929–2017) was one of the most influential sociologists of the last 60 years. His legacy for the study of religion, 
however, remains ambiguous. Berger is best known for his work on secularisation and, later, ‘desecularisation’. Berger’s 
relevance for the study of religion today is therefore largely dependent on which side of the secularisation debate one stands. 
This paper argues that Berger’s most significant contribution to the study of religion can be found in his earlier work, together 
with Thomas Luckmann, on social constructionism. Although underdeveloped in Berger’s writings on religion, his earlier ideas 
about language as a vehicle for world-construction work as a basis for the discursive study of religion. This paper offers a 
rereading of Berger as a constructionist sociologist of religion and adds the dimension of power to the analysis. Together these 
form what I refer to as Critical Discursive Study of Religion.  

 

Don’t Say ‘Religion’, Be More Specific 

Mitsutoshi Horii 

Shumei University, Japan; Chaucer College, UK 

Discursive study views language as social practice. It examines the ways in which linguistic practice constitutes power relations 
in society. It also involves the analysis of norms and imperatives which govern the use of specific categories. Discursive study 
of religion therefore requires critical analysis of the category ‘religion’ and norms and imperatives which govern the specif ic 
demarcation of the category ‘religion’ from ‘the secular’. This paper problematizes the continuing usage of the generic term 
‘religion’ in discursive study of religion. When the category ‘religion’ is to be analysed, the employment of the generic not ion of 
religion in the same analysis generates circularity of meaning and causes semantic confusion, which kills the purpose of analysis. 
The paper suggests that discursive study of religion should drop the generic notion of religion as an analytical category. Instead, 
when a scholar feels the temptation to use the term ‘religion’ or ‘religious’, he or she must think hard about what is really meant 
by it. At the level of analysis, the term ‘religion’ should be replaced by more specific terms. This paper discusses these issues 
using examples from the presenter’s own recent publication: The Category of ‘Religion’ in Contemporary Japan (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018). 

 

Religion in International Relations  ِ  ِDiscipline; Subject or Object? 

Roohol amin Saeidi 

Imam Sadiq University, Iran, Islamic Republic of 

Today due to the recognition of religion’s undeniable role in international relations, scholars who are interested in this issue 
discuss about how to deal with and integrate religion in IR discipline? Is religion an object that can be dealt with from the 
viewpoints of existing IR theories or it is also a subject which itself can offer us an independent worldview and perspective for 
explaining and interpreting international relations? 
In respond to the mentioned question, this article claims that at the moment both assumption can be true for religion. In other 
words, religion can be either an object as a dependent or independent variable for different IR theories to study it, or a subject 
in order to offer an independent worldview due to the inefficiencies of IR theories in understanding the religious actors’ behaviors. 
The second assumption can pave the way for producing a religious theory of International Relations. This article has a 
descriptive- analytical method. 

 

Situating oneself towards Discourse, Meaning and Matter in the Study of Religion 

Sophia Löwe 

Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, Netherlands, The 

In the 1980’s, Kippenberg and Lincoln introduced discursive analysis to the study of religion, where at first it was granted only 
peripheral attention. In recent years, (critical)DA has gained increasing interest again. Especially as a (new) materialist re-
evaluation of discursive fields is emerging that aims to grasp the interwoven relational texture of essence and structure likewise. 
Building on Barad’s ‘intra-acting agential realism’ this approach aims to create a relational materiality that does not juxtapose 
mind and matter, discourse and material, but sees them as a co-constitutive intra-active agents. 

It thus invites to discard a view of ‘religion’ or ‘gender’ as static discursive concepts. Instead, ‘agential realism’ liberates the 
stasticity of binary frameworks by highlighting the dynamic intra-action occurring. What is more, I am interested in how a feminist 
standpoint can help bridge the gap between matter and discourse by including the embodied corporality of the researcher in the 
dynamic relational framework. I want to accentuate here specifically the aspect of Feminist Standpoint theory that claims that all 
research is partial, interested and located. 

The publication “Making Religion” gives an overview of the ways in which discursive analyses have been applied in the study of 
religion. Nonetheless, the word ‘gender’ is only mentioned scarcely, as just another field of knowledge/critical thought.  



I will argue for a feminist framework that follows less of a specific ideology or social practice, but serves as a basis for situating 
knowledges and thus recognizes the researchers entanglement within her discursive field.  
I propose to study ‘gender’ in religious studies not as limited to studying (religious) women.. 

I aim to examine how Barad’s theory is integrated by different authors in “Making Religion”, whilst I draw upon on Feminist 
Standpoint theory to build a relational bridge between the theory and the researchers applying it. 

 
  



S066A: Literature and Modern Western Esotericism: Continuities and Changes 
I 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 214 
Session Chair: Tiina Mahlamäki 

Modern Western Esotericism is a thoroughly literal or text centered phenomenon. The leaders and main characters of esoteric 
organisations and groups have produced various kinds of non-fictional and philosophical literature, and the followers are 

initiated into the groups and organisations by reading texts produced by them. The practices within the organisations, e.g. in 
the Theosophical Society or in the Anthroposophical Society, consists very often in reading and discussing the texts, as well as 

in the presumption that the followers familiarizes themselves with the particular textual tradition. Both the founders and 
followers of esoteric traditions have also produced fiction, novels and short stories, which in part have spread the thoughts of 
the traditions and their followers to reach a wider reading audience. For instance, theosophical fiction, in forms of novels and 

short stories, was a popular form of expression in the late 19th and early 20th century – and it has not disappeared, only 
changed in form of style. Some authors connected with esoteric traditions have produced novels and short stories which are 
sending a double message to their readers: For an ordinary reader the novels appear as plainly entertaining works of fiction, 

while to readers familiar with the underpinnings of the tradition(s), the novels reveal esoteric ideas and teachings. Also 
“secular” authors uses and benefits from esoteric texts, ideas and thoughts, as resources (occulture) in creating literary art, 

while at the same time they make them familiar to the reading public, as for instance J. K. Rowlings Harry Potter -series or Dan 
Brown’s Da Vinci Code. Extremely interesting is also the interaction and dialogue between fiction and esoteric traditions, the 
well-known example being Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s novels Zanoni and Vril, both books having a huge impact on 20thcentury 

esoteric traditions. 
This panel is focusing on modern Western Esotericism, from the 19th century up to present day by asking: What are the forms 
of interaction and dialogue between esoteric traditions and fiction? What kind of continuities and changes can be seen within 
this dialogue? What kind of examples could one find? What kind of methodological tools and theoretical perspectives can be 
used when studying this interaction? Papers may discuss one single author or one piece of a novel, short story, or poem, or 
explore the relationship between esoteric tradition(s) and literary art in broader way, for instance, from the point of view of 

continuity or change. Papers can also concentrate on some theoretical or methodological perspective, such as for instance 
gender perspective. 

 

From Politics to Ritual: The Satanic Temple and its Literary Influences 

Miguel Pastor Pérez-Minayo 

Complutense University of Madrid, Spain 

My study will focus on one of the most recent, most controversial, and also most influential congregations within what is known 
as modern Satanism: The Satanic Temple (TST). The aim of this paper will be, through an interdisciplinar analysis, to make 
explicit not only the literary influences of these Satanists, but also the way they determine their ideology, social discourse and 
even the rituals of a group particularly known for its progressive ideas and activist nature. Among the most obvious influences 
we can find the romantic rereadings of Milton’s Satan and, as a remarkable example, The Revolt of the Angels, a religious fiction 
novel written by the socialist Anatole France. 

 

Ambivalence of Supernatural Phenomena in A. Blackwood’s fiction 

Tatiana Samarina 

Institute of Philosophy, Russian Academy of Sciences, Russian Federation 

Usually when the name of A. Blackwood is mentioned everyone commemorate the characteristic given to him by H.P. Lovecraft. 
In "Supernatural Horror in Literature" Lovecraft admires Blackwood, calling his works magnificent examples in the genre of horror 
fiction and characterize him as “the one absolute and unquestioned master of weird atmosphere". In turn, Blackwood ones wrote 
about Lovecraft: “I once wondered why Lovecraft leaves me indifferent for the most part... may be because he is piling up some 
material horrors on others, not relating them to more comprehensive issues - cosmic, spiritual, literally "unearthly””. This remark 
aptly emphasizes the specificity of Blackwood’s own creativity. He always wanted to show that horror and mystery can only affect 
the soul when it is ambiguous. Algernon Blackwood from his youth was deeply fascinated by the esoteric movements of his time. 
He participated in seances, visited haunted houses, entered the London Lodge of the Theosophical society and later in the newly 
formed magical Order of the Golden Dawn. In his works he used the experience and knowledge gained in esoteric societies. At 
the same time, the main theme of all his works is the question of the reality of supernatural phenomena. Blackwood never 
answered this question directly. In the paper I plan to demonstrate how Blackwood uses stories and images drawn from 
Kabbalah, Theosophy, Spiritualism, placing them on the border of the human psyche – between reality and illusion. And this 
ambivalence gave special enigmatic to all his writings. 

 

A jacket full of stars: Jack London's fiction of reincarnation 

Marco Pasi 

University of Amsterdam, Netherlands, The 

In 1915 the American writer Jack London (1876-1916) published one of his last novels during his lifetime: The Star Rover. London 
is not known for being particularly interested in esotericism, but this particular novel presents some intriguing elements for the 
study of the relationship between esotericism and fiction. It tells the story of Darrell Standing, who has been sentenced to life 
imprisonment in San Quentin. In this prison, guards use harsh methods in order to bring inmates to total docility. One of these 
methods is the practice of the “jacket”, which consists in wrapping so tightly the prisoner in a piece of canvas that he can barely 
breath, and to leave him in that condition for hours, or even days. While subjected to this torture, Standing begins to have out-
of-the-body experiences, which give him the impression of flying in the sky (hence, the title of the novel). During these flights, 
memories of his past incarnations begin to emerge. A considerable portion of the novel narrates in detail some episodes of 
Standing’s previous lives, as he sees them while his body remains constricted and confined in isolation in a prison cell. The novel 
was published in a period in which reincarnation and visionary experiences of past periods of history were becoming extremely 



popular in Western esotericism, particularly in Theosophical and Anthroposophical literature. Esoteric authors such as Charles 
Webster Leadbeater and Rudolf Steiner were filling their books with visions of past lives and epochs. And, interestingly enough, 
British occultist Aleister Crowley, living in the United States at the time of publication of London’s novels, would also go through 
a series of visions of his past incarnations during a spiritual retreat in 1916. This paper will try to analyse and contextualise the 
religious and esoteric aspects of London’s novel. 

 
  



S073A: Texts as Agents of Religious Change – Interpreting Agency 
Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 114 

Session Chair: Eviatar Shulman 

Although the study of texts may not command the same esteem it once did in the study of religion, it is still a central practice in 
the field; and it must, apparently, remain so, since texts absorb and cultivate important strands of religious ideology. At least 

one aspect of textual life is that texts are at the receiving end of processes of religious innovation and creativity, so they reflect 
rich historical processes of development. 

Although it is obvious to scholars that texts, including foundational ones, grow and change, the image harboured in relation to 
them within religious traditions tends toward one of a stable, monumental truth that is deemed eternal and static. Yet although 
scholars are critical of this vision, they perhaps conform to it beyond what is apparent on the surface. All too often, texts are 

considered flat repositories of historical and doctrinal information, while their creative dimensions – and certainly their agency - 
are disregarded; texts, we are told, don’t do anything in the world, they are not subjects; it is only people that interpret them 

and imbue them with meaning. Although many scholars have acknowledged that texts have a life to them, they are considered 
dead agents. 

This session is conceived as an attempt to revitalize the study of texts in religious studies, through a consideration of the idea 
of agency in religious texts. For one thing, texts are anything but static, not only in the sense that they change over time, but by 

being the products of continuous creative activity, they evolve and transform. Whether resulting from flexible oral tradition or 
through interpretive genius regarding written texts, perhaps in face of challenging or changing historical conditions, texts 
absorb some of the deep, reflective moments of religious life and vitality. Once they do, we may suggest that they can be 

considered as the receptacles for a vibrant religious consciousness – or better, consciousnesses – that continues to influence 
society as a whole through the specific people that engage with them. Texts are not finite sets of ideas or doctrines, but rich 
complexes of processes that cross from the doctrinal and philosophical, through the poetic, aesthetic and inspirational, to the 
social and institutional. When people engage with texts, something happens not only because people have rich imaginative 

capacities, but also because the texts give home to lively vectors of thinking. Although such a formulation stretches the 
boundaries of our epistemological comfort zone, the great conscious effort that is invested in the formation or study of a text – 
of which we are well aware as scholars - may allow us to conceive of texts as agents, or at least to pause before we continue 

to view them as nothing more than paper and ink. 
This session is designed as an assessment of the creative power of texts in generating process of religious change, which will 

allow for a preliminary consideration of the notion of texts as agents. 

 

It is all in the Book: The Mahabharata as a Complex Agent in the Western Indian Himalaya 

Ehud Halperin 

Tel Aviv University, Israel 

This paper explores the presence of the Mahabharata epic in the Western Himalayan Kullu Valley of Himachal Pradesh (North 
India). It argues that the text is revealed in this region as a complex social agent, which operates in a particular manner that has 
a distinctive character. It is fairly well known that the famous Indian epic has a pervasive presence in this Himalayan region: local 
gods are identified as its characters; folktales reveal that its events took place in local places; and its protagonists are believed 
to periodically possess local people in festive and other occasions. Whereas most studies of this topic assume the point of view 
of humans in their association with the epic, this paper wishes to take on the text’s perspective and explore what happens if we 
address it as an entity that wants and does things in the world. Doing so, the text emerges as a complex agent that acts in the 
world in several distinguishable manners: it manifests itself in the territory, takes over local entities and places, and subsumes 
them under its own logic. Focusing on the local goddess Hadimba, who is identified as a demoness from the Mahabharata, this 
paper shows that the epic motivates, shapes, and even manipulates her devotees’ perspective and actions in the world in this 
regard. The Mahabharata thus emerges here as a text with identifiable goals, patterns of operation, and influence in the world, 
which are quite similar to the working of other, more conventional agents. 

 

Modern apocrypha: intertextuality, memory and the religious change 

Małgorzata Jankowska 

Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, Poland 

From the perspective of semiotics of culture a text “lives” and functions in the semiosphere/culture not only as a “meaning-
generating mechanism” but as “a process of movement” (Y. Lotman) as well. For Lotman “[a text] is not something given once 
and for all and never changing. The inner and as yet unfinalized determinacy of its structure provides a reservoir of dynamism 
when influenced by contacts with new contexts” (Y. Lotman, Universe of the Mind: 18). 

The canonical texts can be seen as a nucleus of every so called “Culture of the Book” and as such serve as a basic tool of 
collective memory. And yet, according to Jan Assmann, every memory process is based on communication: that is the reason 
why the canon needs to be “used”, (re)interpreted and constantly read to stay semiotically and culturally “alive” (the need for 
dynamics). From that point of view modern apocrypha, based on transcoding and creative translation of the canon, can be 
understood as an important element of cultural auto-communication. One can describe apocryphal intertextuality as an 
autoimmune technique of preventing the basic cultural meanings from the oblivion even though they are often defined as 
“blasphemous” or “heretic”. 

But the apocryphal narratives can be regarded not only as an example of cultural self-communication: they both describe and 
provoke numerous cultural and religious changes, illustrating and configurating various cultural and axiological conflicts, e.g. 
between “faith” and “reason”, and presenting as well as designing the new dynamics of the whole semiosphere (including the 
relations between different cultural systems such as “religion”, “politics” and “science”). They also provoke some self-reflection 
of the system of religion bringing forth the above-mentioned religious change. That is why they can be regarded as “agents” 
supporting the processes of semiosis and cultural dynamics. 

 

Meditating Texts or Meditating Texts? Understanding the Agency of Great Perfection Philosophy 
Through Extended Mind Theory 



Flavio Alessio Geisshuesler 

University of Virginia/ University of Bern 

In this paper, I combine empirical findings from the study of Buddhism and theoretical materials from the cognitive sciences to 
explore the idea of agency in religious texts. Traditional scholarship on religion has conceived of the relationship between human 
consciousness and texts as one-sided, with texts being the passive, static, and conservative recipient of the human mind’s 
shaping energy.  

Introducing findings on the philosophical writings of the Great Perfection – one of the most famous Buddhist traditions of Tibet – 
my paper offers an example of how texts can be regarded as agents of change, not only in exercises of interpretation but also 
in practices of meditation. Offering specific examples from the writings of the tradition’s preeminent philosopher, Longchenpa 
(1308-1364), I present compelling evidence for how metaphors, images, and symbols become active agents in shaping the 
reader’s states of mind. Specifically, I show how texts offer not only a descriptive representation of meditative experiences, but 
also how they operate as agents in the production of states of consciousness.  

Furthermore, I draw on cognitive science to offer a plausible account for how this type of textual agency could be conceived 
according to our current understanding of the mind. Dual-Process Theories, for example, can account for how texts can activate 
the human mind’s natural capacity for operating in innovative and creative ways without a conscious, intentional, and effortful 
type of agency. Extended Mind Theory, which claims that objects within the environment function as a part of the mind, can be 
invoked in order to go one step further. In fact, if texts themselves can be form part of our minds, then it might not be enough to 
conceive of texts as active agents in the shaping of culture and religion, but it might be time to question the division between 
texts and consciousness itself. 

 

The Torah as an Authorless Text in Rabbinic Literature 

Yakir Paz 

Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel 

In the Bible and Second Temple Literature as well as in the New Testament and Early Church Fathers the Torah is referred to 
as the Torah of Moses or as the Word of God. In contradistinction, as I wish to argue in this paper, these attributions all but 
disappear in the biblical citations in rabbinic literature. Neither God nor Moses are considered its author. Instead the biblical text 
is almost always referred to when cited simply as Scripture. This is due partly, as I suggest, to the diminishing role of Moses in 
rabbinic literature where he is relegated to the role of a character in the Torah rather than its author. The result is that the Torah 
is depicted as an authorless text. This has important ramifications on the way it was perceived and interpreted, as there is no 
external authorial authority to turn to. This also raises more general questions concerning the function and meaning of an 
authorless text.  

 
  



S074B: Urban Religion and Religious Change. Intellectualization of Religion 
and Ritual Invention II 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 111 
Session Chair: Emiliano Rubens Urciuoli 

The central hypothesis of the newly established International Centre for Advanced Studies on “Religion and Urbanity” at the 
Max-Weber-Kolleg in Erfurt is that many features of past and present religions would be more plausibly viewed as the outcome 

of specific effects and uses of city-space and their social and cognitive bases rather than as inherent characteristics of a 
specific ‘religion’. Many religious phenomena, and especially major religious changes, can be better understood by viewing 

them in spatial terms, that is, as a result of a dialectic of “co-production” (Day) of city-space and urban life, on the one side, and 
religious representations and practices, on the other. Therefore, change is not conceptualized by presupposing religion and the 

city as two static entities, but rather implying a “continual process in which the urban and the religious reciprocally interact, 
mutually interlace, producing, defining, and transforming each other” (Lanz). Designating a process in which religion and the 

urban are involved, ‘urban religion’ is the formula that defines also the state of a religion which is shaped by the interaction with 
the urban spatial environment and which can periodically crystallize into major changes whose assessment and naming is a 

responsibility of the scholar. Focusing on changing urban environments against the backdrop of long-term periodizations such 
as the Roman empire, the rise of Islam, and the European age of explorations (with the Reformation and the development of 

colonial empires), this panel aims to reflect upon forms of connectivity (cooperative or/and conflictual) and target religious 
dynamism through the lenses of religious intellectualization and ritual invention. These are two kinds of religious changes that 
appear recurrently in the cross-culturally entangled, world-wide history of religion and urbanism all the way through. How and 
how far are religious intellectualization and ritual invention made possible by the engagement of religious communication “with 
the conditions of specific urban environments at particular moments in the environmental, political, and social histories of cities” 

(Orsi)? Divided into two subpanels dedicated to intellectualization of religion and ritual invention, respectively, we welcome 
papers from religious studies, urban studies, urban history, archaeology and related disciplines. 

 

Utopias and urban imagination in the early modern period 

Cristiana Facchini 

University of Bologna, Italy 

Utopian literature has been generally placed against the backdrop of different Christian undercurrents, and consequently it has 
been treated as a genre that both speaks about politics and religion. Rooted in ancient Greek thought, this genre became 
particularly relevant in the early modern period, as one of the consequences of the discovery of new continents. Fuelled by 
disappointment or sarcasm about political and religious warfare and strife, the idea of utopia unleashed European imagination 
about ideally planned communities which were parallel to the concrete founding of new urban environments.  

This paper aims to explore a set of interrelated questions, both from a theoretical and a historical perspective. On the one hand, 
it seeks to investigate what kind of religious environment utopian thought was likely to imagine, especially against the backdrop 
of increasing religious strife. On the other one, it attempts to analyse how utopian thought might have influenced urban projects 
that were enhanced in new environments, either as idealized utopian polities or new urban projects, mostly visible in some 
American areas. Finally, some theoretical reflections will be formulated in reference to the striking relevance ‘utopian imagination’ 
played in urban thought, up to the point where it overlapped with dystopian delusion.  

 

Affinity, Conflict and Change in the Music of the Venetian Ghetto 

Avery Gosfield 

Ensemble Lucidarium, Italy 

The urban reality of the Jews in 16thcentury Venice would be transformed by a series of events: a 1509 law allowing them to 
reside in the city itself; a 1516 decree restricting their living quarters; and expansions of the enclosure in 1541 in response to 
overcrowding and new immigrants.  

The Ghetto was defined, within and without, by multiple, ever-shifting layers of affinity and conflict A porous structure, exchange 
with the rest of the city was ongoing while subject to the fluctuating attitudes of the surrounding population. The so-called three 
Nationi of Jews (Italian, German and Spanish) were actually umbrella terms for people from across Europe, Africa and the East. 
Inside the Ghetto, a shared Jewish identity coexisted with one made up of distinct (but overlapping) ethnic groups, rich and poor, 
the newly re-converted and the unwavering. Regulations which pitted one group against another by granting different levels of 
civil rights according to ethnicity, as well as extreme overcrowding, only added to the instability there. At the same time, the 
Ghetto offered opportunities for cultural exchange that went far beyond Italy or its confines, as occupants from across the Jewish 
world brought the cultures of their origins with them.  

What impact did the Ghetto’s urban realities, its changing demographics and political situation have on its musical output? 
Although little notated music has survived, a vast number of poems in Hebrew and diaspora languages (Yiddish, Spanish and 
Italian, usually written using Hebrew characters) that we were sung (at least upon occasion) have come down to us. Clear Italian 
influences: meters, aesthetics, and a taste for polyphony (certainly influenced by the local churches) were coupled with traditions 
and languages from abroad which were then transformed, forming hybrids that mirror the continually changing multicultural 
environment found in and out of the Ghetto. 

 

Rituals of Death in Early Modern German Cities 

Martin Christ 

University of Erfurt, Germany 

This paper considers the ways in which rituals connected to dying and death were invented, performed and perceived by a range 
of actors living and working in the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. The paper concentrates on important German 
towns and cities in the early modern period to assess how rituals of death changed in this tumultuous period of European history. 
The religious, political and cultural changes of the early modern period also had a profound impact on the ways in which men 



and women died and were commemorated and remembered. This paper takes these big changes as a starting point and explores 
what processes like the Reformation and Catholic/Counter Reformation, changing discourses around medicine and hygiene or 
the European expansions in the New World did to rituals of death. It understands dying and death as a process with many actors 
and spaces, all of which have to be considered. They include private spaces, like the bedchamber, but also churches or 
graveyards which shaped the look of a town. The paper illustrates how rituals of death were in a reciprocal relationship with 
urban spaces, affected by these spaces and influencing them in turn. In this way, the paper asks about the specific was in which 
urbanity influenced dying, death and commemoration in a range of German cities and argues that understanding how someone 
died is a crucial aspect of early modernity.  

 
  



S086: Do the Gods Make Us Moral? Psychological, Ecological and Cognitive 
Exploration 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 306 
Session Chair: Renatas Berniūnas 

Session Chair: Ryan McKay 

One of the questions that the cognitive science of religion (CSR) tackles is how, cognitively speaking, religion binds 
(cooperation) and/or blinds (conflict) people in large-scale societies. More specifically, what is the relationship between religion 
and morality? For instance, psychologist Ara Norenzayan and his colleagues recently suggested that a package of culturally 

evolved religious beliefs and practices characterized by increasingly moralizing supernatural agents (Big Gods) and other 
psychologically active elements promoted large-scale and continuing cooperation with co-religionists, often contributing to 

success in intergroup competition and conflict. The role of moralistic gods in the expansion of cooperation and trust towards 
co-religionist strangers has also been explored cross-culturally (e.g., Purzycki et al., 2016). However, there is still a lack of 

experimental and/or field studies that would test the scope of this proposal outside of monotheistic religions. Similarly, there is 
a lack of cognitive experimental and/or field studies from Asian cultures that endorse karmic beliefs (e.g., Hinduism, Jainism, 
Buddhism) or do not emphasize big moralizing gods in everyday moral matters (e.g., Confucian China). So presentations of 
empirical studies that further explore the relation between religion and morality in the West and/or in the East (or small-scale 

societies, for that matter) are welcome in this session. 
Conversely, stable cooperation within religious in-groups might lead towards prejudice, and often hostility, towards religious 

out-groups. If another group adheres to other gods, or no gods at all, then cues of trustworthiness may be diminished. There is 
a relative paucity (albeit a growing body) of research that investigates the social and psychological consequences of out-group 
belief or nonbelief. Thus, research about the psychological dynamics of prejudice (i.e., distrust) against other religious groups 

or atheists, across different cultural regions (not only from WEIRD people), is also welcome in this session. 
Overall, the current session will discuss experimental and/or field studies exploring the relation between religious beliefs/rituals 

and morality (broadly construed), be it about the stable in-group, large-scale cooperation or the dynamics of out-group 
prejudice and hostility. 

 

Abolish the oath? Moral prejudice against atheists may bias courtroom decisions 

Ryan McKay, Colin Davis, Will Gervais 

Royal Holloway, University of London, United Kingdom 

Moral suspicion of atheists is globally pervasive and intuitive, even among non-believers. Such anti-atheist prejudice may have 
important implications in the judicial system. In countries such as Britain and Australia, witnesses in court can opt to make either 
a religious or non-religious declaration (oath or affirmation, respectively) that their evidence will be truthful. In such systems, the 
first action that the judge and jury see a witness make may be viewed as a clear signal of the witness’s religious belief, or lack 
thereof (jurors cannot be unaware of the options, because they must make an equivalent swearing-in decision themselves before 
hearing evidence). If so, when witnesses are called to the stand, where perceived credibility is paramount, they may be compelled 
by legal procedure to signal their belief or disbelief in God – an influential cue of morality or immorality that could bias trial 
outcomes in multiple ways. On the other hand, witnesses may have religious reasons for refusing the oath (after all, the right to 
affirm originates in the refusal of Quakers to swear any oath, on the grounds that swearing to be truthful only in court rather than 
in everyday life implies double standards). So it may be that courtroom observers draw no conclusions one way or another about 
the religious beliefs of witnesses who affirm rather than swear. In this talk I will present the results of recent work that investigates 
1) Whether people who choose to take the religious oath when giving evidence are actually more religious than those who make 
the affirmation; 2) Whether people who choose to take the oath are perceived as being more religious than those who make the 
affirmation; and 3) Whether defendants who take the oath may enjoy more favourable verdicts and sentencing decisions than 
those who opt for the affirmation. 

 

Moral of the Gods in the Lydian confession inscriptions 

Jarkko Tapio Vikman 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

How did the human morality entwine with religion? The paper handles the question through Greek epigraphic evidence. 
Confession inscriptions from Lydia (in Roman Asia Minor) depict violators wishing to escape from the wrath of the Gods. The 
findings will be compared to Pascal Boyer’s and Nicolas Baumard’s summary on the evolution of religious traditions (“The 
Diversity of Religious Systems Across History: An Evolutionary Cognitive Approach.” in The Oxford Handbook of Evolutionary 
Psychology and Religion. Ed. by J. R. Liddle & T. K. Shackelford. Ongoing electronic publication.). 

According to Boyer & Baumard’s evolutionary interpreted axial age theory, the birth of morally interested gods occurred 
simultaneously (from 600 BCE to 100 CE) in various parts of the world. Upper social classes had the need for religiously based 
ethics due to the globally enhanced wellbeing and future-oriented way of life. However, great masses of this Axial age continued 
to comprehend supernatural agents “with extensive powers over them but little moral concern”. Yet inscriptions such as the ones 
from Lydian rural areas plea for Gods to abstain from cursing plotters, thieves and other transgressors. These morally interested 
inscriptions depict issues such as laundry-robbing and family disputes. Thus, categorizing them as elite’s discourse seems 
problematic. It needs to be asked, whether sources of these kind pose challenges to the religious evolution of axial age 
hypothesis, or merely complement the theory. 

The paper firstly overviews the social strata responsible for these moralistic inscriptions. Secondly, the inscriptions will be 
interpreted in light of Boyer & Baumard’s evolutionist approach by evaluating their ability to motivate long term investments to 
prosocial behaviour in rural small-scale societies. The source inscriptions are selected from Stephen Mitchell’s “Anatolia: Land, 
Men, and Gods in Asia Minor Vol. 1.” (Oxford University Press 1993). 

 

Rewarding the Good and Punishing the Bad: the moral importance of karma and afterlife beliefs in 
Singaporean Chinese culture 



Aiyana Koka Willard1, Adam Baimel2, Jonathan Jong3, Harvey Whitehouse2 
1Brunel University London, United Kingdom; 2University of Oxford; 3Coventry University 

Research on the cultural evolution of religion has found that supernatural punishment beliefs are effective at enforcing normative 
behaviours. Much of this work has focused on preventing proscribed behaviour, yet, many morally concerned religions hold 
additional beliefs about supernatural rewards for prescribed behaviours, such as charitable giving. Belief about the mechanism 
of supernatural reward and punishment differ across religions but little research has considered the effects of such differences 
on behaviour. The Buddhist belief in karma, for example, allocates merit for positive behaviours and demerit for negative ones, 
thus determining their standing in the next life. Unlike the all or nothing outcomes of going to heaven or hell, karmic standing 
allows for changes in outcome to be incremental, and may lead to an emphasis on doing good as well as not doing bad. In a 
sample of Singaporean Chinese (N= 481), we examine if affiliation as Christian, Buddhist, or non-religious affects how people 
think about reward and punishment in this life and the afterlife/next life. In a pre-registered analysis, we found that all groups 
believed a person who had stolen or harmed another would suffer punishment in both this life and the next. Buddhists were more 
likely than Christians to claim a person who had helped or been charitable would be rewarded in the next life. Buddhists were 
also more likely than Christians to be concerned about the impact of good intentions on the next life. When we looked at belief 
in karma among only Christians and non-religious, we find that karma believers are more likely to see good behaviour and good 
intention as being rewarded when compared with non-karma believers. This suggests that karma beliefs may be better at 
promoting good behaviour while still preventing bad. These good behaviours may further promote success of the group.  

 

Between Karma and Buddha: exploring the sources of moral behavior among Mongolian Buddhists 

Renatas Berniūnas 

Vilnius University, Lithuania 

Recently, it has been suggested that culturally evolved religious beliefs in moralizing supernatural agents (Big Gods) promoted 
large-scale cooperation (Norenzayan et al., 2016). It is argued that an ordinary psychological sensitivity towards third-party 
monitoring facilitated a successful spread of beliefs in powerful, morally concerned Big Gods. Those beliefs, in turn, facilitated a 
more pro-social behavior beyond the local face-to-face interaction. The standard psychological evidence to support this 
contention mainly comes from monotheistic Abrahamic religions. However, the notion of karma cannot be easily equated with 
the notion of punishing Big Gods. In Buddhism, the doctrine of karma is perceived as a kind of impersonal law responsible for 
the retribution or reward for one’s actions. On the other hand, some argue that the Buddha is considered by many ordinary 
Buddhists to be a sort of Big God.Still, there is a lack of field studies that would attempt (1) to describe the content of the belief 
in karma and disentangle its causal influence on pro-social behavior, (2) to assess the god-like attributes of the Buddha and its 
causal influence on pro-social behavior among Buddhists. Current presentation will outline preliminary experimental and 
ethnographic evidence from Mongolia about the psychological dynamics of beliefs in Buddha and karma. Mongolians use karma 
(üiliin ür) and merit (buyan) to describe actions, though they sometimes talk of Buddha (Burkhan Bagsh) as being God (Burkhan). 
So, contemporary Mongolian Buddhists provide an opportunity to address the above questions and evaluate the scope of 
supernatural punishment hypothesis. This presentation will seek to tease apart different aspects of religious and moral thinking 
and their distinct (or joint) causal effect on prosocial behavior in a historically Buddhist Mongolian culture. 

 
  



S090: Peaceful Co-Existence of Religions: Past and Present 
Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 232 

Session Chair: Alessandro Saggioro 

Peace among religions can be intended in many ways in the history of humanity, it depends on context and time, and the 
interplay between political power and social structure. This panel aims to deal with the historical events that can be or were 

considered as pacificatory action on difficult or dangerous relationships among religions, such as royal edicts for tolerance and 
peace-making, literary and philosophical works by wise rulers, or specific historical events that crashed down rivalries or fights 

among religions providing new assets for a peaceful cohabitation. 
This panel aims also to investigate the real historical impact of such facts and examine if and how the mythographic machine 

has constructed or transfigured historical facts by means of hagiographical and propagandistic issues. 
From this starting point, other questions arise: how has peace been mythologized within the historical flows? 

Is it inserted in a chronological sequence of events or does it interrupt narration turning the plot of historical narration? 
Does it take part in the chain of historically-based events or is it removed from reality? 

Such questions lead us to wonder also if a mythologized peace gives rise to a new tradition that goes beyond the pacificatory 
action or it establishes a genuine break from the past to authorize a new order. 

In order to answer to such questions, special attention will be paid to comparative approaches to religions that historically have 
been protagonists of the same pacificatory action, in order to compare different records on a single event. 

So far as it is compatible with the submitted papers, this panel will try to compare different contexts in order to investigate if 
there are standard mechanisms for a conceptual construction of pacificatory action, elaboration, and creation of memories able 

to remove or emphasize a mythologized peace. 

 

Dialogue between religions as premise for peace: De pace fidei of Nicola Cusano 

Beatrice Tramontano 

Università di Roma La Sapienza, Italy 

Written after the Fall of Constantinople (1453), in a very difficult and traumatic moment for the survival of peace between religions 
in the West, threatened by the conflict between Christianity and Islam, De pace fidei is the huge first work, at that time, that tries 
to think the inclusive modality of religious pluralism, developing the importance of cultural mediation as the basis of the 
construction of stability.  
Going beyond the concept of Tolerance, Cusano imagines a new kind of space in which religions can talk and dialogue, 
maintaining diversity as the central agent of spiritual research: if co-existence between differences is possible, the knowing of 
the other becomes a necessary start for going deeply in the mystery of religion, because exceeding the different exteriority it is 
possible to find the same path of faith.  
In this way, different religious rituals aren’t at odds, but are instead rationalized and considered as multiples manifestations of 
the same human researches in faith: not only it is necessary to acknowledge the value of other religions, but also to see in 
religious pluralism a source of richness.  
So, this dialogic modality of thinking has the capacity, in Cusano’s taught, to reach and guarantee the fundamental and 
inalienable peace between religions, basis for stability, and to be an example of an articulated way of thinking religious 
experiences in an open and dynamic way, suggesting complex and useful analysis that are necessary still nowadays, with the 
presence of problems linked to religious pluralism as the structural composition of contemporary societies. 
Starting from this, the attempt can be, in fact, to try to reach conciliation and co-existence as a normal modality of relationship 
between different faiths, in order to construct a political order in which conflicts can be mediated and solved, using this articulate 
and all-embracing way of thinking. 

 

From missed tolerance to civil equality: Hebrews and Christians in Transylvania and the Old Kingdom of 
Romania 

Daniel Dumitran 

University of Alba iulia, Romania 

Witness of a good period in the history of Transylvanian Jews, but also a Holocaust victim, lawyer and writer Benő Karácsony 
(Bernát Klärmann) re-memorized in his writings the atmosphere of the pre-war Alba Iulia, when the Jews were a daily presence. 
Without being segregated, they lived among the other inhabitants of the city (Hungarians, Romanians, Germans) and their 
synagogues adjoined the Christian churches - Greek Catholic, Reformed, Evangelical and Orthodox. The richest Jewish families 
held an important position in the city's industry, marking their status through the dwellings from the city center, but also through 
the family crypts built in the Jewish cemetery. The integration of the Jews into the dominant urban community was also reflected 
by the adoption of the Hungarian language. 

The existence of the Jews had not been marked by major conflicts here, because Alba Iulia was the only city in the province 
where they had been allowed to settle since the giving of a privilege in this respect by Prince Gabriel Bethlen (1623). However, 
the constitutional conservatism of the Estates prevented the publication of a patent of tolerance for the Jews during Emperor 
Joseph II, as was the case in Hungary (March 31, 1783), and the Jewish community had obtained equal civil rights after the 
Transylvanian Principality was annexed to Hungary (1867); then (1895), the equality between the Jewish religion and the 
Christian confessions was recognized. 

My paper aims to illustrate the continuity of Jewish community’s life and interactions with other religious communities through 
the prism of several emblematic personalities. For comparison, I will present the condition of the Jews in the Kingdom of Romania, 
which was far more unfavorable in legal terms, an aspect that has prevented the Jewish people’s integration, and is marked by 
more ruptures than continuations, persistent until today in collective memory. 

 

Promoting peace in an overextended empire: Dārā Shīkōh and the Indo-Muslim relationships (17th c.) 

Marianna Ferrara 

Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 



In the history of South Asia, the issue of religious peace emerges with a strong relevance in premodern India, in the context of 
the Indo-Muslim relationships that were encouraged by the prince Muḥammad Dārā Shīkōh, remembered for his ability to value 
and sustain religious pluralism during the Mughal empire. 

Although Dārā Shīkōh is not equally remembered for political genius, he wrote important philosophical works that prove his 
efforts to drive the Mughal politics of his father, the Emperor Shāh Jahān, towards a more liberal approach regarding the different 
religions of the empire. His defeat and his death – ordered by his rival brother Aurangzeb upon the accusation of apostasy – are 
important evidences to rethink the chain of historically-based events related to the cultural challenges posed by Dārā Shīkōh’s 
politics in the context of a plurireligious territory. To this end, it is crucial to highlight the literary production of Dārā Shīkōh, as it 
provides us with major data to reconsider the historical narratives of the Mughal dynastic squabbles and the relevance of his 
actions in building long-lasting peace among different religious groups under the Mughal empire. 

In this paper, I will explore the discourse of peace within the political strategies of the Mughal rulers, focusing on the role of the 
prince Dārā Shīkōh and his efforts to understand and interpret other cultures. 

 

“The Akshardham Response”: Religious Leadership and Peaceful co-existence 

Tilak Parekh 

University of Cambridge, University of Oxford 

On 24 September 2002, the Akshardham temple in Gandhinagar, Gujarat, was besieged by terrorists, killing thirty-one victims 
and wounding seventy others. It was one of the worst terrorist attacks on a religious place in modern India, directly inflaming the 
religious sentiments of people. This crisis in recent history was significant in light of its historical and religious context. Ongoing 
conflict between Hindus and Muslims, perpetuated by the catastrophic Godhra riots seven months’ prior, led the media and 
politicians to expect a violent backlash. Yet, in an exceptional turn of events, Gujarat remained calm. The pacificatory action 
which led to such unexpected peace forms the central thrust of my paper. The case study serves as a recent example of an 
event that crashed down rivalries between religions at a fragile time and fostered peaceful cohabitation. Using ethnographic 
accounts from witnesses, media reports and secondary literature, I analyse how the creators of Akshardham (BAPS) 
spearheaded the dominant reaction to this attack, now famously called the “Akshardham Response”. I conduct a discourse 
analysis of the language used by Pramukh Swami, the leader of BAPS, and examine how his words were disseminated by the 
media, to understand how a potentially graver crisis of tearing apart a state that was ripe for religious conflict was averted. 
Through this case study, I argue that astute religious leadership is crucial in peaceful co-existence between religions, and that it 
plays a vital role in pacificatory action in the world. It makes way for a much-needed conversation on religious conflict, interfaith 
relations, and pluralism.  
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Is War Secular? 

Dr Stacey E Gutkowski 

King's College London, United Kingdom 

In this paper I consider the following: how and when might war and the secular, two essentially-contested terms, intersect in 
ways that are analytically meaningful? There is a substantial, multi-disciplinary literature on intersections between religion and 
violence. However discussion of the secular in this context is far less developed. In this paper I develop a theoretical framework 
for conceptualizing relations between religion, war as organised violence, and the secular, integrating Clausewitz's arguments 
on war with Asad's work on the secular. I then sketch four ways in which war and the secular might intersect empirically: in how 
fighters use religious symbols; in how attached people are to religiously-significant space; in how people encounter life-
threatening violence; in how people construct enmity, amity and selfhood. Empirical material from two major research projects, 
on the UK and on Israel/Palestine, is deployed to support this theoretical framework. 

 

Bloody, intense, and durable: A critical examination of contemporary research on religious conflicts 

Tomas Lindgren 

Umea University, Sweden 

A growing number of scholars argue that we are witnessing a resurgence of religion in world politics which is accompanied by 
an increase of religiously inspired conflicts. Their research demonstrates that religious conflicts are more violent, more intense, 
more durable, and more difficult to resolve through negotiated settlements than their secular counterparts. In this paper, I argue 
that these conclusions are unreliable primarily because they fail to provide convincing criteria for separating religious conflicts 
from non-religious conflicts. How to differentiate between religion and non-religion? My main concern is with the classification 
problem. What characteristics or factors make a conflict party, conflict issue, or identity, religious, and what characteristics or 
factors make a conflict party, conflict issue or identity, non-religious? A basic assumption behind much of this research is the 
deeply contested idea that religion is a universal phenomenon which incarnates in different forms, such as Islam and Christianity 
(but not liberal capitalism and nationalism). Why is Islam, but not liberal capitalism, a religion? Is faith in God essentially different 
from faith in invisible market forces? I don’t think so. Most of the scholars simply assume a sharp division between religion and 
non-religion without problematizing or defending such a distinction. It is unclear why they find it meaningful to make a distinction 
between religious and non-religious conflicts. A consequence of the failure to differentiate between religion and non-religion in a 
clear and concise manner is that we cannot say for sure that so-called religious conflicts are more violent, more intense, more 
durable, and less likely to be resolved through negotiated settlements than so-called non-religious conflicts. 

 

International institutions and religious minorities: past and present perspectives 

Sabrina Pastorelli 

CNRS (Centre Maurice Halbwachs), France 

Since the Antiquity the concept of “minority” has evolved with several meanings referring to historical, geopolitical, juridical and 
sociological considerations. In this paper I would recall the historical utilizations of the concept of minority with particular attention 
to the different international agreements that after the Second World War recognized the rights of the minorities (Society of 
Nations, United Nation). The idea is to understand how the concept of minority changed from referring to static minorities to 
moving minorities. 

I will focus on the concept of “religious minority” at the European Union level nowadays. Data from surveys on religious minorities 
will be used in order to illustrate who are the religious minorities, their perception in Europe and the individual's reactions to the 
European social and political measures. 

I will finally discuss the role of the European institutions as far as religious issues are at stake and the initiatives and activities of 
the EU agencies and working groups in charge of such issues as well as debates on religious radicalization. 
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Religion is usually studied from the narrative sources, focusing on what someone believes. However, many religious practices 
are somehow associated with material items, such as objects of veneration, aids of rituals or personal talismans. However, 

these objects are often used only as illustrations in religious studies, even though they might really be central for the 
practitioners. 

Material objects may tell a different story about religion - how are/were the objects used and how is/was religion lived? Material 
objects can also help with dating certain religious phenomena and through this give a different perspective than spoken 
religion. But the most essential is the materiality itself – physical objects that help to understand and remember, use and 

express religiosity. 
This session welcomes presentations from a broad selection of topics where material objects in religion are discussed. The 

selection is not limited to institutional religions or practices, but also welcomes examples of vernacular practices, such as the 
use of relics, talismans, magical objects, biographies of religious objects, concealed and sacrificed objects, or the simultaneous 

usage of the same object in official and vernacular practices. Approaching religion from the perspective of material objects 
enables us to highlight new aspects, which sometimes go hand in hand with the textual aspects of religiosity, but sometimes 

give a significantly different picture. 

 

"Pearls of Faith" - a turning point to an individualized Protestant religious practice? 

Edith Franke 

University of Marburg, Germany, Germany 

Mala, rosaries, tespih - prayer chains can be found in many religious traditions and serve as support for people’s prayer and 
meditative practices. When the pearls (or beads) are touched, the names of god, prayers or mantras are spoken and this enables 
a sensual, haptic access to religious teaching. In Protestant Christianity, the strict focus on scripture and word led to religious 
practices that are often criticized by believers as lacking sensual perception. This has led to attempts within Protestantism to 
make religious beliefs and concepts more visibly and materially tangible. In 1995, the Swedish Bishop Lönnebo introduced a 
pearl ribbon as a tool to aid Protestant prayer practices and facilitate memorization of Christian doctrine. Does this create a turn 
to the material dimensions of the Protestant faith that which will provide adherants more everyday, vernacular religious practices 
These prayer chains have been accepted not only in Sweden but also in German Protestantism and have gained remarkable 
popularity in the last years. “Pearls of faith” are given to confirmands, they are used in interreligious dialogues, and various 
meditation books incorporating their use have been published. Are these “pearls of faith”, also known as “pearls of life”, the 
expression of an individualized religiosity? And do they tell us another story about contemporary practices and varieties of 
Christian belief? 

 

The Materiality of Pentecostal Prayers in sub-Saharan Africa 

Francis Benyah 

Abo Akademi University, Ghana 

Over the last three decades, Pentecostal Christianity have burgeoned to become the representative face of world Christianity. 
One characteristic feature of the Pentecostal movement is their emphasis on prayer and healing. Healing has become part of 
Pentecostal self-definition. This paper focuses on how material objects such as stickers, wristbands, water, salt, etc have become 
part of Pentecostal healing prayers in Ghana. These material objects are believed to acquire an enchanted quality after prayers 
are said on them and they are used for different purposes including healing sickness, breakthrough in lives, casting out and 
preventing demonic attacks and influence among many others. Testimonies abound on how efficacious the use of these materials 
have been to people. They have also become objects of expressing people’s religiosity. The first part of this paper will look at 
Pentecostal beliefs and practices regarding prayer. The second part of the paper will focus on the use of the material objects 
among Ghanaian Pentecostals by highlighting the extent to which these enchanted material objects have acquired a space in 
the daily life of some Pentecostal Christians. The third and final section of the paper will provide a nuanced examination of 
Pentecostal beliefs and their practical, material interpretations. Methodologically, this paper relies on data that was collected 
through interviews, testimonies shared during church services, radio and television by their individuals who uses these material 
objects. Theoretically, the paper will employ the theory of mass mediation and religious sensation. 

 

The sacred bricks in Brazil 

Adriano Godoy 

Utrecht University, Netherlands, The 

This presentation aims an approach of the sacred bricks in Brazilian religious landscape based on my ethnography about the 
ongoing construction of the Basilica of Our Lady Aparecida and the temple of Mundial Church. The first is one of the most 
important temples of the Catholic Church and the second one belongs to a high-popular Pentecostal Church. In these contexts 
of ongoing construction of sacred spaces, the brick became a powerful object that can elucidate religions issues through its 
specifics materialities. At the same time, the brick is sacred, a relic, a souvenir, a mascot, an artistic object, a trade name, a 
nationalistic symbol and a struggle between Catholics and Evangelicals people in the polarized Brazilian religious field. I will talk 
about what these bricks can elucidate anthropologically concerning the material aspects of religion. 

 
  



Keynote 5: Sonja Luehrmann – Institutional Rupture and Personal Continuity: 
Defining the "Post" in Post-Soviet Religion 

Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 11:45am - 1:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Assembly Hall 
Session Chair: Urmas Nõmmik 

Institutional Rupture and Personal Continuity: Defining the "post" in post-Soviet Religion 

Sonja Luehrmann 

Simon Fraser University, Canada 

Do post-Soviet religious groups consist of converted atheists or resurfaced underground believers? Do they rework Soviet 
experiences and infrastructures or bring back ancient norms that socialism tried to suppress? Such versions of the question of 
continuity vs. disruption fuel debates among adherents as well as critics of post-Soviet religious denominations. This paper 
argues that a more nuanced understanding of “post” in post-Soviet religion can help dissolve the apparent contrast between 
continuity and rupture. 

Reviewing what we know about late Soviet and post-Soviet religiosity from archival and ethnographic sources (with a special 
focus on Orthodox Christianity and indigenous religious movements), I argue that competing claims to legitimacy are possible 
because rupture and continuity often coexist at different levels of analysis. Rupture at the level of institutional structures and 
social effects can go along with continuity at the level of biographical narratives that cross from atheism into religious practice, 
while claiming a consistent identity. What makes twenty-first century religion in Eastern Europe and northern Eurasia “post-
Soviet” is the lingering of individual sensibilities and the impossibility of erasing an immediate past era in order to restore access 
to a previous one. Comparable to the “post” in post-colonial, religion is post-Soviet due to its unstable and ambivalent relationship 
with the Soviet past, which is both part of the personal formation of believers and object of institutional distancing. 
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For religious studies margins always have a methodological value, as it is “at the margins truth reveals itself” (Brody 2018). At 
the margins of institutionalised religions sociocultural continuities, ruptures and hybrid answers emerge as local and vernacular 
responses. This marginal sphere of beliefs, rituals and other practices is never completely controlled by religious authorities or 

scriptural traditions. Lacking a comprehensive doctrinal foundation it has often been trivialised and contested as a realm of 
irrational superstitions and overlooked as “folk religion”, “little tradition” or “residual beliefs”. Tensions between the institutionally 

prescribed norms and “lived” aspects of religion reveal the incongruities and gaps in religious traditions. 
This panel will deal with the continuities of cultural idioms, metaphors and narratives of insecurities and life crises in Asia, Latin 
America, Europe and other regions, where institutional and indigenous religions have co-existed in contact and conflict. On the 

one hand discrepant belief systems and diverse ritual strategies make up a vast resource for dealing with crises, calamities 
and tragedies of life and conceptualising them, on the other hand co-existing but contradictory knowledge systems generate a 

sense of suspense and uncertainty. This is often expressed in experience narratives and other genres that apply traditional 
interpretive frameworks on discussing major social and political turns but also personal crises. Such periods of transformations 

and uncertainties have been characterised as liminal (see Horvath, Thomassen, Wydra 2018). In addition to ritual contexts, 
liminality has also been connected with “conditions of irrationality” and with “lived experience”, which transforms human beings 

(ibid. 2). 
The panel calls for papers that would address the belief related storyrealm and everyday life in religious traditions that is 

charged with dangerous and incomprehensible powers – of ghosts, spirits, demonic deities, witches and other perilous agents 
– that both generate insecurity and offer an interpretive framework for conceptualising it. 

 

Title: On the Side of the Motorway: A Ritual for Casting Away a Haunting Ghost and Fetching Back a 
Frightened Soul in a Baima village (Sichuan, PRC) 

Valentina Punzi1,2 
1University of Tartu; 2EPHE, Paris 

In the past two years the provincial government of Sichuan has been building a motorway between Mianyang city and Jiuzhaigou 
National Park. In its northern section, the motorway cuts through a long valley of eighteen relatively isolated villages, inhabited 
by Baima – a small community officially classified as Tibetans in PRC. 

During the advancement of the construction, a number of accidents caused serious injuries and even the death of workers. As 
a result, fears and uncertainties came to be projected onto the new road: local Baima villagers often describe as dangerous both 
the present construction activities and the increased vehicle speed on the motorway in the near future. Not only that. In its 
seamlessly emptiness, the motorway also became a crowded hub of ghosts that disrupt daily activities with their harassments. 

Based on fieldwork carried out in the area in summer 2018, I will introduce a ritual that was performed in a Baima village to solve 
the insistent assaults of a ghost, which appeared following a deadly accident witnessed by a villager on the side of the motorway. 

Baima ritual experts call themselves Bonpo, yet they are not part of any Tibetan Bon religious establishment. Subsequent to the 
political relaxation towards religious activities in the PRC in the 1980s, nowadays Baima perform a wide range of rituals that 
involve animal sacrifices. 

With the aim to provide a glimpse into the contemporary cosmology of Baima, this presentation discusses how they are coping 
with the motorway as a pervasive, not linear space that intruded into the landscape not less than into local lives. 

A short film of the ritual, entitled “A Bya rngon ritual in a Baima village (Sichuan, PRC)” (30’), is screened at the panel “Discursive 
strategies and ritual practices of the Tibet-Mongolia interface: inventions, continuities, ruptures”. 

 

Body, Memory and the Cosmos: Illness and the Shu Spirits Healing Ceremony among the Naxi of 
Southwest China 

Cristiana Turini 

University of Macerata (Italy), Italy 

The intention of this paper is to give an ethnographic account of religion, illness and healing in one particular Himalayan society, 
namely that of the Naxi. They are a Tibeto-Burman ethnic group today counting a population of approximately 350000, most of 
whom inhabit a well-defined region extending along the border between northeastern Yunnan and southwestern Sichuan 
provinces (P.R.C.). Their complex system of traditional religious practices has survived – not without undergoing some 
transformations - the Cultural Revolution and continues to exist in difficult circumstances at the margins of “institutional” 
Communist China. 

My analysis will consider the body in illness as a liminal space where local history, society and the cosmos meet and interact. 
During healing rituals a new history is forged, unity and balance are restored where fragmentation and insecurity had taken 
place. Illness is, therefore, more than a personal crisis, as it resides in the physical body as well as in the social and cosmological 
relationships which are interwoven in the body. In Naxi culture, illness may be attributed to demons (of suicide), to spirits being 
offended in some way, or to the action of wandering souls or of lesser malevolent spirits, who steal from the body some kind of 
spiritual substance, which can be lost also because of a sudden fright. The spirits connected with illness are often local in nature, 
associated with places within the landscape such as hills or lakes. I will discuss the above-mentioned issues through the 
presentation of a case study from my fieldwork concerning the Shu spirits, their action causing illness, and the transformations 
occurring during the celebration of the relevant healing ceremony. 

 

Spiritual agency among the Naga of northeast India: Angami everyday living and healing 

Vibha Joshi Parkin 



tuebingen university, Germany 

This paper deals with concepts of spiritual agency among the Angami Naga in the context of everyday and traditional and 
charismatic Christian healing. Most Angami Naga are now Christian and belong to Baptist, Catholic and Charismatic protestant 
churches. Although traditional beliefs have largely been marginalised, some concerning spiritual agency continue to influence 
everyday life and are reflected about the make-up of a person. In this paper I explore how the culturally embedded distinction 
between good and bad spirits (eg. rodo) influence the personality of an individual. Further , from case-studies of healers, both 
traditional and those belonging to charismatic Christian churches, I analyse the role of spiritual agency in peoples’ choice of 
healers and their understanding of the aetiology of certain illnesses as well as the ‘anti-social’ aspects of a person.  
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No other period in the history of Christianity is more sensitive on the issue of the relationship between continuity/discontinuity, 
and tradition and fracture, than the Reformation/s of the European 16th century. The Reformers interpreted themselves on the 

one hand as violent interrupters and deconstructers of one kind of theological tradition, seen as a progressive corruption of 
original Gospel purity. On the other hand, the Reformation meant a recapturing of the form, namely the true Apostolic tradition 

and the original teaching of the Gospel. The claim of continuity with the “true form of Christianity” was in this sense the 
hallmark of every attempt at reform. 

Within this context, the panel aims to focus on Desiderius Erasmus and his particular perspective of reform. On one side, 
Erasmus influenced the more radical movements of the Reformation with regards to his ethical, intellectual and philological 

opinions, in the sense that he wish to leave behind certain traditional dogmas and religious practices. On the other side, 
however, all of his thought centered upon God’s mercy and the believer’s response in Charity which sided explicitly with the 

anti-Lutheran and Catholic system of mediation thorough the concrete form of hierarchy and rites. 
Erasmus’s Origenian theology characterizes Revelation as a suasive and universally welcoming call, which offers to everyone 

the degree of truth which he is able to receive. In this way, Erasmus’s system can accommodate (even if in a gradual 
progression towards perfection) the totality of interpretations of the Gospel, including the most extrinsic and ritualistic forms of 
religiosity, pragmatically justified in their pedagogical value. The Greek-influenced, sceptical, humanistic thought of Erasmus 
could therefore affect and shape both perspectives: that which was breaking with Rome, as well as the internal attempts of 
reform from within Roman Catholicism. This complex and dialectic nature of Erasmus’s legacy is evident also in the various 

evaluations of different scholars, who emphasized one or the other side of his thought to the exclusions others. For instance, 
the attention to theological questions has sometimes resulted in a portrait of Erasmus too focused on his continuity with the 

Fathers of the Church, losing sight of his radical secularizing tendency. Conversely, this same radicality has sometime induced 
scholars to imagine Erasmus as a champion, alongside with Luther, of a, modern spiritual movement of emancipation, free 

from traditional religious structures, forgetting Erasmus’s personal choices and links to Rome. 

 

“Ego sane in hoc dissentire ab Erasmo non dubito …”. Erasmus’ influence on Luther’s early theological 
standpoint (1516-1525) 

Marta Quatrale 

Freie Universität Berlin, Germany 

Although — as far as we know — Luther did not receive any reply from the counterpart in the early stage of his theological 
production, Erasmus seems nonetheless to have played a significant role in the clarification of Luther’s own position. While 
working on his Römerbriefvorlesung, Luther read and used Erasmus’ Annotationes to the New Testament no later than from 
May 1516, and developed his own position also in contrast with the one stated by Erasmus, highlighting the role of Augustin’s 
Antipelagian works instead of Hyeronimus’ ones as the only right interpretation of the Pauline epistles. 

Even before the proper spreading of the Reformation in 1517, as quite unknown Augustinian monk, in a letter dated October 
19th, 1516, Luther asked his friend Spalatin to report to Erasmus his criticism in regard of his theological standpoint. Arguing 
against Erasmus’ understanding of the concept of “iustitia”, “iustificatio”, “opus” and original sin — and against his statement that 
in Rm 5 there is no question about this topics —, Luther presents a short summary of his latter explicit criticism in De servo 
arbitrio, explicitely picking on Erasmus’ dependance on Hyeronimus in the interpretation of the concept of “lex” as mediation 
thorough the concrete form of hierarchy and rites, and ending up with the warm suggestion to read properly Augustin’s 
Antipelagian works to gain an overall view of Paul’s and Augustin’s real standpoints.  

Taking into account the Römerbriefvorlesung, the Heidelberger Disputation, the Galaterbriefvorlesung and a series of minor 
Disputationes of the period, this paper aims to trace back a path in Luther’s implicite connection with Erasmus’ viewpoint in the 
period before the explicit debate in 1525, in the attempt to highlight how much Luther’s own theological perspective assumes his 
final form within and due to the polemical context in which it grows. 

 

Juan de Valdés: a Debated Erasmianism 

Ludovico Battista 

La Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 

In 1961, in the work “El alma hispana y el alma sajona” (“La Aurora”, Buenos Aires 1961), by starting from the analysis of the 
24th of the “110 Divine Considerations” of Juan de Valdés, R. H. Bainton proposed to indicate in the Erasmian exaltation of the 
immense Mercy of God and in Erasmus’ concept of love the crucial source of interpretation for the Valdésian spirituality. The 
recent historiography has however neglected this hypothesis, and it has preferred to interpret Valdés' Erasmianism as a mere 
mask against the danger of the Inquisition. According to the works of C. Gilly and M. Firpo, the citations from Erasmus disguise 
crypto-Lutheran, heterodox and heretical purposes. By analysing some passages from the “110 Divine Considerations” and from 
the “Alfabeto Cristiano”, this paper intends to deepen the query about the Erasmian background of Valdés’ theological reflection, 
and to question whether the Valdésian confrontation with writings and sources both from the Reformation and from the Spanish 
Alumbradism should not be traced back to the Erasmian attempt to reconciliate and reabsorb all the several instances of Reform 
into a theological framework that is opposite to the Lutheran agenda and not necessary heterodox. The paper intends 
consequently to critically examine, historiographically contextualize and deconstruct the “labeling” use of such categories as 
“Heterodoxy” and “Nicodemism” to describe Valdés’ spirituality. 

 

Marguerite's Folly. Erasmian Influences in the "Comédie de Mont-de-Marsan" 

Maria Fallica 

Università di Roma La Sapienza, Italy 

In the winter of 1548, a year before her death, in the small port of Mont-de-Marsan in Aquitaine, Marguerite de Navarre (1494-
1549) composed a morality play for the festivity of the Mardi Gras. This mystical masquerade presents in quick succession four 



ladies: a worldly woman, a superstitious woman and a wise one discuss the true way of life and the relationship between body 
and soul. The plays ends with the enchanting and misunderstood apparition of a shepherdess, who enters stage singing popular 
love songs and declaiming an enraptured love for the Bridegroom. 

This mature composition of the queen of Navarre, always close to the more effervescent religious circles, represents a privileged 
point of view on an author who has proved to be difficult to label into narrow-minded religious categorization. The interplay 
between the four ladies allows Marguerite to show the slow unveiling of errors and the construction of more accurate definitions 
of the true faith. This paper proposes an in-depth analysis of the theological positions described in the comedy, often intended 
only as a defense against Calvin’s accusation of libertinism, directed against the French court. In particular, the paper will 
investigate the influence of Erasmus’ Origenian ecstatic love as a possible key of the representation. 
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Learning is one of the most esteemed and supported values of contemporary society. The ethos and rhetoric of life-long 
learning has expanded beyond the contexts of formal education, increasingly informing various spheres of culture. It has also 

pervaded the field of religion and particularly individual religiosity. In contemporary pluralistic and individualistic societies, even 
religious learning is no longer confined to homes, schools, and the transmission of tradition from one generation to the next. 

Rather, more and more adult individuals choose to independently acquaint themselves with previously unfamiliar religious and 
spiritual practices and traditions. This panel invites papers that approach religious contexts as sites of learning: environments 
where adults embark on various kinds of learning trajectories, developing and mastering new skills and notions. The papers 

can address any historical or cultural materials and cases, or present theoretical perspectives pertaining to individuals’ learning 
processes either in their native or adopted religious contexts. The focus can be, for instance, on embodied, emotional, or 

material learning, or on specific learning techniques or pedagogies. 

 

“Rebuild my understanding of the whole world”: “Unlearning” as a key category in the process of 
conversion to Orthodox Christianity in the USA 

Kseniya Medvedeva 

Freie Universität Berlin, Germany 

The paper addresses the category of “unlearning” as a key idea in the process of conversion to Orthodox Christianity among 
American believers. It draws on data from 15 interviews with American converts that the author collected during a four-months 
fieldwork in the USA in 2018. Orthodox Christians in the United States make up less than 1% of the overall U.S. population. 
Being mostly unknown to broad audience, Orthodoxy is nevertheless one of the fastest growing religious bodies due to 
conversions from Protestant and Catholic churches. Acknowledging various reasons for choosing Orthodoxy, the paper focuses 
on the process of conversion and the category of “unlearning”. Unlike cradle (ethnic) Orthodox who “don’t have any journey in 
their faith, they just whatever I was born into”, American converts often come to faith through books, while studying the history 
and origins of Christianity. Some of them do it informally and individually, some get organized in small groups with other religious 
seekers. At later stages, converts study the faith as catechumens in an organized group in a church under the guidance of a 
priest where they “unlearn” certain theological ideas and “different ways of thinking about everything”. However, even the value 
of knowledge is reevaluated during conversion and the whole intellectual approach to studying the faith is “unlearned” because 
of specifics of Orthodoxy as “religion of the heart”. It takes a while for those converts who “learned Orthodoxy in the mind” to 
“feel it, to experience it, to know it in your heart”. The paper touches upon the emotional, physical (bodily) and experiential 
aspects of “unlearning” during the process of conversion to Orthodox Christianity. 

 

Insights and embodied understanding in contemporary mindfulness training 

Ville Husgafvel 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

According to many claims, contemporary forms of Buddhist-derived mindfulness training represent therapeutic and commodified 
self-regulation techniques without any philosophical or ethical dimensions. However, an analysis of Jon Kabat-Zinn’s work on 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), the most influential contemporary mindfulness-based programme, reveals a very 
different picture. Here, mindfulness practice forms a life-long existential and ethical path, which shares many foundational 
Buddhist elements and sets a trajectory towards liberation from human suffering and self-centered harmful action. Based on a 
notion that ignorance and misguided cognitive-emotional patterns are the basic causes of suffering, Kabat-Zinn defines ‘healing’ 
as a ‘transformation of view’ and ‘coming to terms with things as they are’. The main aspects of this transformation consist of 
experiential insights into the ‘dependent origination of suffering’, impermanent and interconnected nature of things, the illusion 
of a separate self, and the ‘spacious, knowing and compassionate’ essence of mind. Thus, besides teaching pragmatic cognitive-
emotional coping skills, which are valuable in the midst of chronic pain, depressive relapse, and other medical conditions, 
contemporary mindfulness training may serve as a site of experiential inquiry into the existential conditions of being a human. 
Further, in sustained mindfulness practice, personal insights and tradition-specific beliefs and ideals are repeatedly brought to 
mind through systematic attention in both formal meditation and daily-life. This may be seen as an intentional process of 
‘imprinting’ knowledge on a person, in which abstract concepts develop into embodied understanding, i.e. new ways of 
perceiving, feeling, and acting in the world. 

 

Pedagogical pilgrimage and conversion in Justin Martyr’s ‘Dialogue with Trypho’ 

Giselle Bader 

University of Sydney, Australia 

Throughout Antiquity accounts of conversion to Christianity or philosophical schools often feature a literary trope this paper refers 
to as ‘pedagogical pilgrimage. In these accounts conversion is prefaced by a lengthy pilgrimage across the Roman Empire to 
audit different teachers from a variety of philosophical schools. This paper examines Justin Martyr’s (c.100–165) account of his 
pedagogical pilgrimage in Dialogue with Trypho as a case study of this phenomenon. It is argued that Justin carefully selects 
this literary trope to situate himself within the context of Roman educational norms. In doing so, he not only subverts this classical 
tradition, translating his experiences for a pagan Roman audience but also qualifies himself as having truly sampled all 
philosophical schools before turning to the best of these — Christianity. Justin presents his conversion as the cumulative result 
of rigorous rhetorical reasoning; skills developed through a successive list of teachers and consolidated by the final one. 
Ultimately, Justin’s conversion account constructs for his readers an intersecting map of second century Roman religion and 
philosophy. Identity was not possessed but sought and the search for a teacher was synonymous with a search for identity. 
Freedom of movement between schools was indicative of the potential for fluid identities. 
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Criticisms of the World Religions Paradigm and particularly the problematic concept of “Hinduism” by now have become a well-
established and accepted part of the discipline. “Hinduism” has been found lacking in historical applicability, descriptive 
usefulness, explanatory reliability and is more often distinguished by what it is not. The rise of the modern Hindu right 

nationalist movements has also evidently contributed to the essentialisation and reification of this confusing concept by building 
the all-inclusive, global version of “Hinduism”, even in a form of “Hindutva”. Of course, no one is denying the wide-ranging 

religious diversity present in India, rather scholars have argued over different conceptual and methodological solutions. But, 
oftentimes these discussions have remained largely methodological, theoretical and critical, without actually showing what kind 
of alternatives one could adopt to still pursue devotedly empirical, but also conceptually and methodologically credible research 

as well as communicate that research to the wider public. 
Here we would like to a step further and look beyond such historical, theoretical, postcolonial and deconstructive criticisms of 

the concept. We are in demand of finding practically applicable solutions, which would enable the study of religiosity in India to 
move forward without the dangers and pitfalls of the particularly problematic concepts of earlier scholarship. The idea behind 

this panel is to explore the variegated ways in which this could be done (or has already been done) in actual academic 
practices. All conceptual tools, regardless of their supposed theoretical virtues, need to be usable in concrete, empirical 

research situations, otherwise they cannot become part of the standard scholarly vocabulary of the discipline. 
Thus, we invite scholars to present how they have worked towards moving beyond this label “Hinduism”. Has a particular set of 

alternative conceptual tools worked in one or another specific empirical research project especially well? Or, how has one 
solved the issue of teaching courses about the variety of Indian religiosity without falling back on the umbrella term of 

“Hinduism”? How can one communicate in a more accurate manner the religious situation in India? Can we escape our own 
cultural and intellectual biases? Or is there a way how to salvage that term by infusing it with a new semantic description? Can 
we separate religious and spiritual domain from social and political one? Should we take into consideration the perspectives of 

Dalits, anticaste activists and other oppressed/subaltern groups of Indian society and if so, in what way? Finally, what 
conceptual impact such reconsiderations could make on continuously shifting descriptions of the vague meaning of “religion” 

itself? 

 

Hinduism and Hindustani musicians: moving beyond and apart. Religious patterns and approaches 
among hereditary artists of North India 

Svetlana Ryzhakova 

Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Russian Academy of Science, Russian Federation 

Artistic communities of North India (and particularly performers of dhrupad and khayal styles, classical and semi-classical vocal 
and instrumental genres, dancers of kathak etc.), constitute very interesting social groups for a study of dynamic of religion. 
While being heterogeneous (Muslim and Hindu, also some Sikh and Christian families), culturally and socially artists are united 
in frame of certain brotherhoods (biradaris), theatrical troupes and other fluid communities. Varieties of their rites, families and 
individual cults and ways of worship, diets, consuming or non-consuming of alcohol etc. reveal both exclusive and inclusive 
mechanism in their social and cultural outlook. 

Hinduism constitutes a large segment of their art: being a part of ritual knowledge and application, traditions of singing, playing 
and enactment form the essential institutions of performing puja and seva, of festivity and cult practices. Yet the application of 
conventional “Hinduism” in daily life of artistic communities demonstrate highly diverse experience. Dhrupad with its theoretic 
and practical roots derived from Samaveda, and rich musical symbolism related to Hindu cults and rituals, ironically preserved 
largely in Muslim families. 

This paper is focused on ideas and real practices of real and imagined Hinduism among classical musicians of North India. How 
conventional religion continues and changes in a situation of clashes, what is the impact of guru-shishya parampara on the 
content of the vernacular practices? We will focus on a complicated dynamic of religious transformation in a contact cultural 
zones of North India. 

 

Cult Hindu Movements and the Religious Rhetorics among the Karbi of Northeast India 

Margaret Lyngdoh 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Karbi are an ethnic community who speak a Tibeto-Burman language. They inhabit the twin districts of Karbi Anglong in Assam, 
Northeast India. With a population of 700,000, widely distributed across Assam and Meghalaya (in Northeastern India) this 
community has the one of the highest human poverty index (according to the 2003, Assam Human Development Report). This 
means that development in terms of basic infrastructure, as well as social welfare are lacking. Primary fieldwork, carried out in 
multiple villages of Karbi Anglong District on the topic of religious folklife and multiple expressions of belief, lend credence to the 
hypothesis that indigenous religious practices among Karbis are contextual, household, and clan-based. 

In an unpublished work, written by a Karbi journalist, Mr L.T. (anonymised) titled, L– (On the life of L–– and his Preaching), the 
main tenets of this Hindu cult “religion” are elucidated upon. In this document, L–– is described as originating from the Karbi 
incarnation of Vishnu, Guru Lokhon in 1959. This text, unprinted as yet, chronicles the multiple “miracles” performed by Lokhon 
during his lifetime. Lokhon died on the 24 June 2014 of a venereal disease. His son Guru Modon is now the leader of L. L–– cult 
terms the “animist religion” of the Karbis as Honghari, a word derived directly from Sanskrit, samskar, (lit. ritualistic) and first 
used by the Baptist Missionaries to denote the Karbi traditional religion. However as fieldwork derived data suggests, there is no 
single name for Karbi religious practices because transmission of tradition and belief is carried out by oral means. The Karbi 
religion exists in variation. 

Preliminary observations on the L –– religious practice suggests that this Hindu cult is centred around the legacy of Lokhon and 
is today followed by more than 50000 people (number told to me by followers in Dolamora Village, the seat of L –– Hindu cult). 
This cult seeks to rehabilitate indigenous religious practices associated with blood, alcohol, and non vegetarian food. Followers 



lead a strict and sanitised life in the style of Vaisnavite Hindu practitioners who dominate the religious landscape of Assam and 
also dress accordingly. Overtly, L–– disseminates Hindu ideology through the discursive frames of indigenous Karbi belief. 

Based on primary fieldwork, this presentation is not an attempt to describe or analyse the neocolonial domination of the 
marginalised Karbi community through proselytising. Rather, I try to understand why L–– became so popular, (alongside multiple 
Christian missions) so as to become an expression of an alternative, reformed Karbi indigenous religious practice blended with 
Vaishnavism. However, I have multiple interview transcripts of people who have left the cult and their specific reasons why. The 
layered and multi-faceted nature of this cult, alongside other Karbi Hindu and indigenous reform movements, point to religious 
affiliations rather than ethnicity as key factors in the assertion of Karbi selfhood and identity performed for the dominant caste 
Assamese political State. I present primary data on L–– as I encountered it. L–– is a way of life for some Karbi and my 
interpretations and analysis will be derived organically, in context of my empirical data. 
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There have been few disruptions to religious traditions as traumatic as the communist revolutions that transformed East 
European and Asian societies in the Twentieth Century. Eastern Orthodox Christianity was particularly hard hit: as the 

established church in Russia, it was stripped of its property and legal rights after the Bolshevik seizure of power in 1917. Under 
Stalin, Orthodox clergy and believers were subject to particularly devastating persecution. The disruptions caused by the 
Revolution impacted on only those within Russia, but also immigrants and refugees in Europe and the United States who 

sought to preserve continuities in their religious practice in new circumstances. 
The Soviet state imposed a program of militant atheism. At the same time, the Soviet state itself had to negotiate ways to 

instantiate atheism in society that had to take into account the specific religious traditions of various Soviet citizens. During and 
after World War II, the Soviet state and the Russian Church reached some sort of compromise that ended the harshest 

persecution but also entailed state control over the church. The collapse of communism, paradoxically, brought with it new 
disruptions. Russian Orthodoxy has had to adjust to fundamentally new social circumstances. Continuity with pre-revolutionary 
Orthodoxy was largely broken, and in many instances traditions are quite literally being reinvented in post-Soviet Russia as the 

Orthodox Church attempts to re-assert a formative role in Russian politics and society and Russian believers seek to find 
expressions of religious life that are meaningful to them. These papers, therefore, seek to interrogate particular dynamics of 

enforced secularism and the subsequent de-secularization of societies after the collapse of communism. 

 

Identity and Acculturation among Old Believers 

Roy Raymond Robson 

Penn State University, Abington College, United States of America 

In the last half of the twentieth century Russian Old Believers in the USSR and abroad sought both to retain traditions of their 
Old Believer forebears while living in a highly secular society. But how was one to be both an Old Believer and a modern person? 
The faithful found that some traditional practices succumbed quickly to the pressures of modern life, while others proved highly 
resistant to change. This presentation will analyze how related Old Believer communities in Latvia, Lithuania, and the USA 
negotiated both religious identity and traditional practices from 1945-75. 

 

Discontinuities in the lives of parish priests, monks and nuns in post-Soviet Russia 

Tünde Komáromi 

Károli Gáspár University of the Reformed Church in Hungary, Hungary 

My paper is based on field materials from 2006-2008, when I spent 14 months in Moscow region as a postdoctoral fellow of the 
Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology. I am going to study the biography of several Orthodox priests, monks and nuns. 
As most of Russian Orthodox believers, they converted to Orthodoxy under the perestroika or soon thereafter, being atheists 
earlier. Thus, a significant rupture occurred in their life, involving a series of consequent changes of beliefs and habits, religious 
affiliation, place of residence (in monastery or `in the world`), level of religious education, profession, status, interpersonal 
relationships, marital status (or perspectives). Although their stories differ significantly, similarities can be observed. Some of the 
young men converted as workers and took the opportunity to study. The perspectives of a different occuppation, of social (and 
geographical) mobility certainly played their role, at least unconsciously. Another recognisable pattern was the conversion of 
university students, who later studied theology and some of them took a monastic vow. 

Most of the nuns I met during my fieldwork left their families and joined a monastery later in their lives, when the children already 
grew up. Their conversion is linked to a trauma or miraculous healing and the decision to enter a monastery is usually taken (or 
suggested) by an elder. Nevertheless, it is not rare to change their mind later. Heavy life conditions and burdened interpersonal 
relationships from convents influence their choice to flee and live afterwards near a simple parish, accepting a parish priest as a 
new spiritual father. 

Cardinal decisions of priests, monks and nuns depend on their relationship to Church authorities (hierarchs or elders). Gender, 
personality and education are important factors as well. Personality seems to keep permanent characteristics amidst a series of 
disruptions before and after conversion. 

 

Peace-Ethics in Unpeaceful Times. (Dis)Continuities of Post-Soviet Russian-Orthodox Ethics of Peace 
and War 

Regina Elsner 

Center for East European and international Studies (ZOiS), Germany 

Ethics of peace appear to be the first genuine socioethical issue with which the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) has had to deal 
in the 20th century. Starting in the 1960s as a tool of foreign politics of the Soviet regime, the ROC took part in the international 
struggle for peace during the Cold War. Despite this political instrumentalization, the Church developed some kind of theological 
socioethical concept of peace and war. With the perestroika and the growing sociopolitical role of the ROC, these socioethical 
attempts underwent certain changes, although the challenges of peace and war not changed in a fundamental way and since 
the wars in Ukraine and in Syria even gained new momentum. 

By comparing statements on the issue of peace before and after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and exploring the theological 
foundations of these statements, I will systematize the continuities and disruptions within the socioethical thinking of the ROC. 
As far as social ethics are the main instrument of dialogue between the Church and the (secular) society, the interplay between 
social, political, ecumenical and theological factors is of particular interest. 

The case of peace ethics illustrates, how the legacy of the Soviet experience impacts post-soviet theological reasoning even 30 
years after its collapse. The (dis)continuities within the issue of peace ethics appear to be typical for other socioethical issues as 
well, and thereby can help to understand the dynamics of the social localization of the ROC.  
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This panel includes contributions that, using various methodological approaches (such as history of Christianity, religious 
studies, exegesis, reception history), aim to analyze the multifaceted character of Christianity in Late Antique Egypt (2nd-6th 

centuries), with special reference to the continuities and discontinuities that can be observed in the history of the religious 
traditions in that area, in several matters: theological doctrines, practices, ecclesiology, etc. This is related to the issue of the 
multiple religious identities in Late Antique Egypt. As is well known, the various religious groups in Late Antique Egypt were 

involved in complex processes of identity construction (also with theological-political implications). Different groups had 
different self-conceptions and self-representations, and variously perceived or labelled other groups. Identity construction 
developed through both continuities and disruptions, interactions and conflicts; the reception of given texts and traditions 

played a key role. Papers in this panel address issues such as the way in which certain texts were produced, used, or 
interpreted in one or more given group(s), also through different periods (for example, Enochic, Platonic, Orphic, and Gnostic 
sources will be considered); the self-perception and representation of “others” in texts or documents produced by, used by, or 

speaking of various groups and traditions in Late Antique Egypt, such as Gnostic, Monastic, and other Christian groups, as 
well as non-Christian ones, from the perspective of their stance towards continuity and discontinuity with a given religious 
tradition; the relationships between different religious groups in Late Antique Egypt; reflections upon certain key terms and 

concepts attested in the sources from that context. 

 

Use and Re-Use of the Watchers’ Tale in Coptic Literature 

Francesco Berno 

Sapienza Università di Roma, Italy 

The contribution aims at providing an in-depth analysis of the appropriation of 1Enoch by several Coptic authors, by observing 
some relevant (sahidic and bohairic) texts and contexts. Particular attention will be devoted to the so-called “period of Damian”, 
whose angelological and demonological speculation proves to have direct knowledge of the first chapters of the enochic work, 
which had to play a significant role in the formation-process of Coptic religious identity. 

 

Sethian texts and groups in Christian Egypt of the 4th and the 5th centuries 

Przemysław Piwowarczyk 

University of Silesia, Poland 

In his paper under a provocative title ‟Did Plotinus «friends» still go tot he Church?» (2013), M.A. Williams argued convincingly 
that even the most platonizing Sethian works should not be regarded as essentially non-Christian and that the very fact they 
were found in clearly Christian codices demands an explanation. 

In the case of Sethian tradition, we have to our disposal a vast body of evidence that, although complicated and sometimes 
contradictory, gives us an opportunity to investigate it from many angles. The new Coptic sources came into light already in the 
21st century but some of them got only a very moderate attention, overshadowed by the famous Gospel of Judas. 

In so-called ‟Das Berliner Koptische Buch” (P. Berol. 20915, ed. G. Schenke Robinson, CSCO.C 49), dated to the 4th c., the 
very first time the term Sethians emerged in Coptic. In the context of a polemic against those Sethians, Berlin Coptic Book 
adduces a list of archons known from Nag Hammadi Texts such as Apocryphon of John and On the Origin of the World. 

Furthermore, in 2013 M. Choat and I. Gardner published a Coptic handbook of ritual power (P. Macq. I 1, probably 7th-8th c.) 
abundant with clearly recognizable Sethian material. Moreover, the editors were able to show how this particular piece of the 
Sethian liturgy was purged in the subsequent rewritings of the text. 

My paper is based primarily on two abovementioned sources and has two aims. The first is to investigate the ways by which 
Sethian tradition influenced Egyptian Christianity: as an important theological alternative to polemicize with, and as a mine of 
textual spolia. The second one, formulated as a hypothesis, is to locate Sethians within the Egyptian Church of the 4 th century 
as a group and not merely as a set of texts. 

 

Reconstructing Cultural Landscape of Christian Western Thebes: Contextualization of Literary Texts 

Marta Addessi 

Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 

Although far from the splendour of the Pharaonic period, during the Byzantine era Thebes lived a phase of renewal. Especially 
on the west bank of the Nile, several monastic communities – more or less structured –, villages, and hermitages flourished in 
and near the ancient monuments that characterised the landscape of the New Empire capital.The spread of Christianity 
represented one of the reasons of such a regeneration,establishing an interesting dialogue with the religious and cultural 
substratum of the ancient city. Each of the Christian communities established on the west bank was capable to relate in a different 
way with this substratum. 

This paper, in particular, aims to outline the main cultural features of the settlements in which literary documentation has been 
found, pointing out how the study of literary texts and their contextualization in the variegated environment of Byzantine Thebes 
can be fundamental in the reconstruction of the – in some respects elusive – Christian landscape of Western Thebes. To reach 
this target, a multidisciplinary perspective involving archaeology, prosopography, history and literature is particularly effective. 
Thanks to this perspective it is possible to revaluate the importance, from the cultural point of view in the strict sense, of several 
monastic communities usually considered to be central, revaluating, by contrast, other apparently minor settlements. In order to 
better illustrate the purpose of the paper, different kinds of texts will be analysed, and specific cases will be debated (mostly the 
topoi of Epiphanius and St. Mark). This, trying to understand what the contextualization of literary documents can tell us about 
the cultural orientation and the identity of people who produced, circulated, storaged and used them, in a context that - even if 
not peripheral - certainly was not so central geographically and culturally in the broader context of Christian Egypt. 
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The thematic strand of the EASR 2019 Conference, ‘Continuations and Disruptions’ provides an excellent opportunity to 
organize a panel on the study of the encounters and relationship between Christianity and Islam. The session ‘Conflict and 

Coexistence’ seeks to apply the general theme of the Congress either on the experiences of Christians in the Islamic world, or 
on those of Muslims in a society of Christian majority, from the Middle Ages up to the present day. The panel invites 

contributions that investigate those aspects of Christian/Muslim practice, discourse, use of liturgical language, theoretical 
considerations, etc. that underwent change as a result of an encounter, interaction and/or conflict; or which specify “core” 
elements that cannot be disrupted without the loss of identity. On the other hand, the approach of ‘coexistence’ seeks to 

explore those circumstances that allow the simultaneous ‘continuations’ (and inventions) of different traditions. Papers could 
examine, for example, encounters and interactions between religious or confessional communities, social and political aspects 

of change, agents and victims of disruption, and migration. 

 

Islamic Vocabulary in the Garden of the Monks 

Moa Christina Airijoki 

University of Bergen, Norway 

This paper investigates the prevalence of Islamic vocabulary in Medieval Arabic Christian monastic literature, with a recently 
published edition of a Copto-Arabic Apophthegmata Patrum florilegium by the name Garden of the Monks (Ar: Bustān ar-ruhbān) 
as case study. Along with most Christian literature that was at the disposal of Christians in the Orient during the Middle Ages, 
the monastic sayings collection, known as the Apophthegmata Patrum, was translated into Arabic, proposedly mainly from Greek 
Vorlagen. It has been argued by scholars that Medieval Arabic translations of Christian literary works made creative use of 
Islamic vocabulary, since the Arabic language was, at that time, “bound to Islam”.[1] This paper therefore examines and 
discusses what examples of Islamic vocabulary are present in the Garden of the Monks. The concept “Islamic vocabulary” is, 
however, by no means self-evident to interpret in this context. This paper therefore includes a discussion about the definition 
and significance of this concept. Is it, for example, only lexica that can “be” Islamic? Or is it so that also genres, literary forms, or 
syntax can be classified thus? Additionally, is it possible to name a vocabulary found in Christian sources “Islamic”? What role 
does the Arabic language play in the concept of “Islamic vocabulary”? 

[1] See for example Sidney H. Griffith, "Theology and the Arab Christian: The Case of the 'Melkite' Creed," in A Faithful Presence: 
Essays for Kenneth Cragg, ed. David Thomas (London: Melisende, 2003). 184, 199. 

 

Continuations and Disruptions in Ninth-Century Arabic Christian Controversy 

Orsolya Varsányi 

Pázmány Péter Catholic University, Hungary 

My paper concentrates on the earliest Arabic Christian sources at our disposal, namely the works of three ninth-century authors: 
the Melkite Theodore Abū Qurra (d. probably after 816); the Jacobite Ḥabīb ibn Ḫidma Abū Rā’iṭa (d. c. 830); and the Nestorian 
ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī (d. c. 840). Their communities had long lived in Syria and Iraq and had a vast literary and confessional tradition, 
originally expressed in the Syriac and Greek languages – to which ninth-century authors were immediate heirs. It is in the ninth 
century that Christian doctrine had first been articulated in the Arabic language, which, by this time, had been determined by the 
Islamic religion and its terminology. 

The first Arabic Christian controversialists aimed to defend Christian teachings challenged by Muslims, i.e. the doctrine of the 
Trinity and divine filiation. I seek to present the fields (topics, attitudes, notions, arguments) in which Arabic Christian controversial 
works carried on elements of previous religious tradition (- continuations), and those areas in which earlier practice was either 
neglected or new approaches were introduced (- disruptions). Based on a close reading of the texts, I seek to reflect on the 
factors that contributed to either the continuation or the disruption of certain trends. 
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Muslim authority structures are changing globally. In many European contexts, an older generation of religious leaders, active 
within largely ethnically defined communities and institutions, have had difficulties reaching younger generations of Muslims. 

The generation gap is at once linguistic, cultural and religious. While youths born in post-migration contexts primarily speak the 
local language, members of older and migrating generations often prefer languages of their countries of origin. Generations are 
also differently culturally habituated due to varying experiences and identifications, e.g. in terms of what is perceived as ‘home’. 
Moreover, differences are framed in religious terms: a search for ‘deculturised’ Islam, ostensibly purified from the varied local 

Muslim practices around the world, is prioritised among many reform-oriented young Muslim activists. 
At the same time, advocates of global Islamic discourses compete for influence among these young Muslims, not least by 

establishing Islamic universities with attractive stipends aiming at international students. Moreover, non-Muslim audiences and 
societal institutions – for example, hospitals, schools, and prisons – require responses, engagements and task fulfilment from 
Muslim leaders. The necessary cultural translation of global Islamic discourses to locally situated audiences therefore requires 

skilled individuals with competencies in all levels of this transmission and communication: it requires a new generation of 
Muslim religious leaders. 

The ‘new generation’ of religious leaders entails not only a change in personnel, but important new types of Muslim religious 
leaders that go beyond and mix traditionally separate roles. This involves being fluent in and habituated to the local language 
and culture, as well as ability to combine knowledge of Western intellectual concepts with traditional Islamic learning. It might 

mean being a social role model in streets and university campuses as well as leading worship, preaching, teaching, and giving 
personal religious advice in and outside mosques. In order to investigate the issues outlined above, the session encourages 

invites to consider the following questions: 
* How do Muslim preachers and teachers in European contexts articulate and embody Islam with local audiences in mind, how 

can their religious discourse be interpreted, and how is it received? 
* Why do young European Muslims pursue Islamic education abroad, what kind of universities and schools are they attending, 

and what impact does this have upon their return? 
* How does the public sector accommodate and use European Muslim religious functionaries, how do these functionaries fulfil 

their roles, and what are the consequences of this accommodation? 

 

Gramscian Perspectives on European Muslim Preachers 

Simon Stjernholm 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

Various theoretical approaches have been utilised in analyses of European Muslims, including perspectives from political 
science, sociology, anthropology, and critical theory. Within Religious Studies, researchers have borrowed and combined 
creatively from multiple disciplines. This paper proposes the usefulness of analytical concepts and strategies derived and 
developed from the thought of Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) in studies of public Muslim actors, here with a particular focus on 
preachers, in European minority contexts. The aim is to contribute to broader theoretical considerations regarding the possibilities 
and constraints regarding public agency for European Muslims. It is my contention that Gramscian concepts are useful for 
understanding the simultaneous processes of incorporation and rejection experienced by public Muslim actors in Europe, as well 
as the rhetorical strategies employed by certain preachers.  

The paper will introduce Gramscian thought with particular attention to the notions of hegemony and intellectuals. It will also 
discuss examples of scholars’ use of Gramscian concepts in their analysis of religious actors in various contexts. Thereafter, the 
usefulness of this analytical framework will be illustrated through a case study focusing on contemporary Muslim preachers in 
Sweden. In conclusion, suggestions for further points of inquiry concerning connection between Gramscian analytical concepts 
and public European Muslims actors will be made.  

 

A comparative analysis of Islam in Spain and Austria: similarities, differences and problems resulting 
from a single-catch-all policy 

Kerstin Wonisch1, Mariana Rosca2 
1EURAC Research, Italy; 2University of Deusto, Spain 

In 1992, almost 80 years later than Austria, Islam has been officially recognized by the Spanish state. Although originating in 
different social, political and historical contexts, these recognitions have been perceived as great achievements for the respective 
Muslim communities. Nevertheless, these accommodative policy instruments do not yet address fully the needs of Muslim 
communities, neither in Spain, nor in Austria. The promotion and establishment of a single catch-all Sunni dominated Muslim 
representation organization ignores the diversity in dogma and religious practices of the Muslim communities present in both 
countries. Since hierarchical organizational structures are alien to Islam, European States such as Spain and Austria used the 
model of the catholic faith/church, when having to accommodate Muslim communities. Consequently, these communities are 
required to set up hierarchical structures, to some extend contravening their religious doctrines. As a result, communities are 
split, smaller ones marginalized and leadership claims challenged. This article seeks to compare in a first step accommodation 
policies for Muslim communities in Spain and Austria and secondly to identify not only similarities and differences of these policies 
but also leadership structures and related challenges. Drawing on the situation in Austria, with historically bigger experience in 
Muslim accommodation, the article concludes with the need to revise the single-catch-all policy (both in Spain and in Austria) 
and address the plurality of claims of the diverse Muslim community.  
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The panel addresses the dynamics of diverse alternative religiosities starting from the communist regime period up to today. It 
deals with the processes of (trans)formation of changeable and instable religious/spiritual ideas and groups all over East-

Central Europe during this time. It also studies the past and current socio-religious processes, discussing diverse 
manifestations, changes and disruptions of religious phenomena concerning individual religiosities in (trans)regional and 

(trans)national levels. 
In times of Soviet regime, atheism was the officially established ideology and alternative religiosities were mostly active 
underground. There was as well an unofficial cultural field that was very receptive to the arrival, formation, spread and 

expressions of diverse alternative religiosities and spiritualities. During the post-communist period, local alternative identities 
were challenged to adapt to a new situation and rich market of religious demands. In addition, newly arrived religiosities, as 
well as locally emerged and actively borrowing variously expressed western ideas spiritualities raised current topics among 

post-communist societies. 
The panel aims to discuss a wide range of questions related to an emerging diversity of alternative religiosities in the countries 
during/past the regime and their attendant fields of influence: e.g. politics and strategy of activity of communist regime towards 

alternative religiosities; restrictions, repressions, survival ways and resistance of representatives of alternative religiosities; 
(trans)forming diversities within alternative religiosities under/past the regime (individual/group alternative religiosity values, 

identities and practices); the milieu of alternative religiosity as a space of plurality, diversity, flow, action and resistance; 
alternative religiosity networks and inter-community relations; formation and transfer of religious/spiritual ideas within the 

communist/post-communist societies and from the outside; oppositions and connections as a response to the past (images of 
tradition, traditional religious institutions, post-communist cultural heritage, etc.); memory, continuity and changes within 

alternative religiosities, etc 

 

“Orthodox atheist” as a hybrid type of religiosity: Ukrainian cases 

Liudmyla Fylypovych 

Ukrainian Association of Researchers of Religion, Ukraine 

As a specific form of religious identity, this type of religiosity combines recognition of its denominational (ecclesiastical) affiliation 
and world-view disbelief (ideological atheism). “Orthodox atheist” is a characteristic phenomenon for the post-Soviet society. 
Such syncretism is quite rare in history, combining opposite ideological orientations that exclude each other. 

The emergence of such hybrid religiosity, which is not fixed by any sociological investigation, is due to complicated realities of 
the transitional period, in which Ukraine is situated after 70 years of domination of state atheism as an ideology of a totalitarian 
regime and the type of individual and social consciousness. The fundamental changes that have taken place thanks to 
Gorbachev's "perestroika" when the churches and believers felt certain relief from the state in controlling their spiritual life began 
to penetrate into a society that in fact lost its religious traditions, a religious way of thinking and life. Religious freedom, which 
became a reality for all those wishing to profess a certain religious system of views, provided unprecedented opportunities for 
religious creativity. Along with the restoration of old forms of religious identity (Christian, Judaic, Islamic) which is 
confessionalized, there are new definitions that either imported from other countries or they create their own, which are mono 
(neo-paganism) or polytraditional (Great White Brotherhood). But Ukraine, like other countries of the former USSR, survived the 
appearance of a rather unique phenomenon that reaches the roots of the "Homo Sovieticus " - which mixes different ideological 
dominant - religious and a-rеligious. The paper substantiates the status of this hybrid identity, considers the causes and 
consequences of its appearance and existence, identifies the specific features and prospects of evolution of "Orthodox atheist". 

 

Alternative religiosity in contemporary Ukraine 

Ruslan Khalikov 

Ukrainian Association of Researchers of Religion (UARR), Ukraine 

Numerous half-underground youth groups, where the counter-cultural mood was transformed into religiosity, have been 
appeared in Ukraine during the late-Soviet period. Former hippies began to create Buddhist communities (case of the 
Mahasangha community), to become Orthodox priests (case of Nikita Panasyuk), to create new religious movements (case of 
Maria Devi Christos). The famous esoteric publishing house «Sofia» has established in 1991. The rise of religiosity in the 1990-
s caused specific features of the development of alternative religiosity in Ukraine. There are about 30% more religious 
organizations in Ukraine than in Russia, which has a threefold advantage in the population and a multiple advantage in the 
territory. 

Today, new religious organizations do not arise as intensively as in the 1990-s, but some of them are actively developing. 
Ukrainian law does not require mandatory registration for religious activities. On the other hand, there are unofficial restrictions 
on the registration of alternative religious movements (cases of the Church of Scientology, the Church of the Unification, the 
satanic religious community «Bozhychy»). Multiplicity of Christian churches in Ukraine gave rise to such identifications of 
believers as “just Christian”, “just Orthodox”, which are spreaded among one third of Ukrainian Christians. The representatives 
of alternative religiosities in Ukraine are often integrated into the Russian-speaking post-Soviet community. 

Although local communities are gradually nationalized, key texts are being translated into Ukrainian. For example, such important 
texts as The Book of Law, The Book of Mormon, The Exposition of the Divine Principle have been published in Ukrainian. 
Representatives of alternative religiosity do not take active part in political life; they are not represented in governmental advisory 
organizations. The Ukrainian legal and political fields today are divided into three sections — the territory controlled by the 
government, the Crimea, annexed by Russia, and uncontrolled territories of the Donetsk and Lugansk regions. 
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Recent years have witnessed the emergence of a self-conscious discursive study of religion (DSR). The new field has 
produced paradigmatic manifestos, methodological guidelines, a special journal issue, edited volumes, and sessions at 

previous EASR meetings. However, with increasing consolidation comes increasing diversity. DSR is a broad church for a 
variety of approaches differing in ontological and epistemological background assumptions and, consequently, in their 

methodological and interpretive implications. This session invites theoretical, methodological, and empirical papers discussing 
DSR and its applications and prospects in the study of religion. We encourage submissions from scholars at all stages in their 

career, from graduate students to established academics. 

 

Becoming an “authentic Muslim”: a discursive, ethnographic approach to the study of “salafism” 

Carmen Becker 

Leibniz Universität Hannover, Germany 

In public debates as well as in parts of the academic literature, the category of “salafism” usually encompasses what is described 
as an Islamic, ultraorthodox or radical current emulating the first three generations of Islam (as-salaf aṣ-ṣāliḥ, the pious 
forefathers) and forming an anti-liberal counter-culture with a specific embodied style as well as an inherent tendency towards 
violence. More cautious work has carved out the ambiguities inherent to the concept of salafism (Lauzière 2016), problematized 
the term as a category of the “ultimate other” (de Koning 2009) and shown how the term solidifies an otherwise diverse and 
divided movement into a monolithic ideology (Meijer 2009). On the other side, those classified as “salafists” usually defy the term 
as a Western invention and prefer “Muslim” as self-attribution. However, the differentiation between “true” Muslims (i.e., 
themselves) and “Muslims who have strayed from the straight path” or “hypocrites” (munāfiqūn) are central to the performance 
of “true” muslimness. Working to reinvigorate the example thought to be embodied in the lives of the so called pious forefathers, 
they discursively produce “authentic Islam”. “Authentic Islam” intermingles with the discourse on salafism alluded to above in a 
way that both discourses co-constitute each other. 

Based on ethnographic fieldwork, this paper will use Talal Asad’s concept of discursive tradition (Asad 1986) coupled with 
Foucault’s notion of counter-conduct (Foucault 2007) in order to show how “authentic Muslims” produce and inhabit the discourse 
“authentic Islam” and to analyse the intersections with “salafism”. By doing so, this paper proposes a discursive, ethnographic 
approach to the study of “salafism” and concludes with general remarks on discursive ethnography and the study of religion. 

 

“Theorizing Back”: The Influence of Religious Studies on the Catholic Theological Reflection on Religion 
and Religious Studies 

Tereza Huspeková 

Pontifical University of John Paul II, Poland 

This paper addresses the issue of interference between religious studies and contemporary Catholic theological reflection from 
a perspective inspired by the discursive study of religion. Although there has often been a sense of uneasiness or even mutual 
hostility between the two disciplines, the paper will demonstrate that such tension is not necessary. In the field of Catholic 
theology after the Second Vatican Council, there has been a significant shift in the attitude to non-Christian religious traditions 
and also to secular religious studies. This enabled theologians to consider a new paradigm where other discourses are treated 
not as a threat to orthodoxy, but as an important source of data for theological debate and/or a partner of dialogue. Thus, the 
contemporary Catholic theology may be viewed as a specific area of reflection that represents both a knowledge system 
constituting a vital component of a particular religious tradition (Roman Catholicism) as well as an academic discipline claiming 
the right to be recognized as a specific scholarly discourse. In this context, the goal of this paper is (1) to present the impact of 
the outcome of academic religious studies and anthropology on the transformation of selected aspects of Catholic doctrine (which 
in turn influences the conduct of individual practitioners and communities); and subsequently, (2) to consider certain possibilities 
of the exchange of perspectives between religious studies and the theological reflection on religion. 

 

Continuations and Disruptions of Worldviews and Discourses: A Theoretical Approach 

Zuzana Kosticova 

Hussite theological faculty, Charles University, Czech Republic 

While Foucault’s concept of “discourse” has been of a great use in Religious Studies these last few decades, a question remains 
how to relate it to another extremely useful tool – Ninian Smart’s concept of “worldview”. While some intents to tackle the 
difference have already been made in Sociolinguistics, I would suggest a Religious Studies approach based on the theories of 
a Mexican scholar Alfredo López Austin and his concept of “cosmovision” originally created to understand the transcultural basis 
of ancient Mesoamerican religions. López’s idea of “cosmovision” (and specifically its “hard nucleus”) makes use of Fernand 
Braudel’s concept of long duree, through which López emphasizes the hard nucleus' long historical duration strongly related to 
practical way of life, intimately connected with the culture’s subsistence, geographical setting, and environment. In this 
perspective, a worldview (or cosmovision) may be understood as a phenomenon with a rarely changing core of long historical 
duration, that is, lasting centuries and millennia, while discourse and specifically discourse formation (with all its imminent political 
connections expressed by Foucault in his concept of dispositif) is of a middle duration (decades and centuries). In the context of 
Religious Studies, this may help us explain how discursive changes affect worldview changes, and vice versa. And, specifically, 
the theoretical problem may contribute to our understanding of the relationship between discursive changes and worldview 
changes related to the emergence of contemporary alternative spirituality (that is, the so-called “new age”). 
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The question of the relationship between religion, social structure and social change has been central to the sociology of 
religion. Karl Marx saw religion as working to maintain status-quo and social status that supported the order of the ruling class. 

In his view, religion served as opium for the exploited masses that elites used to keep in control. Thus, religion justifies 
injustice, inequalities and prevents people from confronting and rebelling against them. There is ample evidence from the so-

called subaltern groups showing how religion functions as a source of oppression. W. R. Jones described the principles of 
“divine racism” (1973) that foregrounded and justified oppression of the black community in Christianity. B. R. Ambedkar 

(1936) highlighted casteism and untouchability in the Hindu religion as the foundation for the functioning of the Hindu society. 
Widespread popular understanding assumes religion-based patriarchy in Islam alongside other mono and polytheistic societies 

that legitimize women’s subordination. 
However, other sociological theories and empirical examples show a different side of the picture. Max Weber saw religion as a 

wheel for social change, particularly focusing on how Protestant ethic enabled the development of modern capitalism. In his 
view, religion encouraged people’s active effort and continuing struggle. There are many historical empirical examples that 
demonstrate how religion has been actively employed by people seeking to transform their social position and how religion 
itself becomes the means of social liberation and change – Dalit and Black liberation theologies, Dalit religious conversions 

and Islamic feminism. 
This panel seeks to develop an innovative, interdisciplinary cross-cultural understanding of social and political aspects of 

religion - how religion acts upon social groups and how social groups act through religion; in what contexts religion prevents 
and facilitates social change; when religion functions as both - that of being the oppressive and liberating force. Including but 
not limited to, the panel particularly welcomes original theoretical and empirical accounts from the Dalit, Black, feminist and 
minority studies that would critically engage with the component of religion and its ambiguous role in oppressed societies. 

 

Ambedkar, Conversion to Buddhism, and the Performativity of Self-Worth: A Transgenerational Network 
Analysis of Converts in Nagpur, India 

Sanjeev Kumar 

SPM College, University of Delhi, India 

K. Marx (1844) and Max Weber (1967) talk of religion either as an ‘opium’ or vehicle for social change, but Ambedkar experiments 
with the ethical, functional and performative sides of religions. He neither rejects the existence of religion nor justifies its 
continuation. By adopting a Buddhist-Deweyin ‘experimentalist-middle path’, he says, all religions are equal by teaching the 
pursuit of a good life, but they differ in defining ‘what is good’(BAWS, 2014, Vol 3). Therefore, adhering to the importance of the 
existence of religion (both as a means of oppression and liberation) for a common human, he gave a clarion call to embrace 
Buddhism after 40 years (1916 to 1956) of deliberation, experimentation within himself and outside, in the socio-political arena. 
In this context, this paper seeks to explore three points: First, the meaning of religion and conversion for Ambedkar, second, 
what is oppressive and liberating in Hinduism and Buddhism which made Ambedkar to go for the second religion, Thirdly, how 
the people who had converted at the time of Ambedkar and their family network have been able to realize the goal of 
Ambedkarite-Buddhist conversion. To explore these three aspects of Ambedkarite experiment with conversion, this study uses 
a mixed method in which major application of textual analysis of Ambedkar’s writings and speeches and transgenerational 
network analysis of four generations of four converted families of Nagpur serves the purpose. The variable of liberation for 
network analysis covers two major ideas i.e. ‘ending social isolation’ and ‘achieving self respect/worth’, which are further mapped 
by sub-variables such as education, economic mobility, social network, and practices contributing self-respect/worth. This paper 
is a part of my Ph.D. work, which has been successfully submitted in 2018. 

 

Consciousness not without Danger: A sociological Analysis of Consciousness of Conversion among 
Dalits 

Afsara Ayub 

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU UNIVERSITY, India 

The current paper is an attempt to understand the status of Dalits in Indian society, religious conversion as a transition or liminal 
process is taken to analyze the change that conversion promises to bring. A change which is revolutionary in Turner’s terms, for 
example, the interpretation Ambedkar himself gave to conversion. Starting from conversion as bottom-up reassessment strategy 
of Dalits for a democratic environment will provide a space for renegotiation and vision to challenge the social structure of the 
Indian Hindu society. Turner has also talked about this bottom-up approach though not in the sense of conversion ritual process 
of structures; he describes the bottom-up approach as a form of struggle to change where structure and authority is straightjacket 
and ordinary people do not have a voice and are not free to be involved. 

Taking this phenomenon ahead, the purpose of this paper is to investigate the current status of Untouchables and Dalits who 
are always placed in the so-called sacred and secular spheres of the caste hierarchy in Indian society. Since Dalit is one of those 
groups who are open to convert and have the capacity to break the caste structure and become an entirely new self in Marry 
Douglas’s word is also a danger to the very basic principle of purity and impurity concept in Hindu caste system. But this danger 
is not unilinear it actually functions from both sides. This work tries to argue that Dalits as transgressors who is challenging the 
whole concept of social stratification with help of conversion often attracted to violence and this may assume in such a way that 
the presence of the concept of conversion among Dalits and the kind of flexibility that Dalits follow with respect to religion 
becomes one of the main factors for violence. 

 

The Dalits of The Salvation Army: Identity, Religion and Social Movements 

Johanna Weirich 

University of Heidelberg, Germany 



The Salvation Army in India’s southernmost region, the Kanyakumari District, is frequently described by locals as a “Dalit Church”. 
During the last years a lay reform movement gained considerable influence in the regional church. The reformers accuse The 
Salvation Army of posing a serious obstacle to the social development of the Dalit Community. As one main reason for this, they 
identify the oppressive character of The Salvation Army’s theology and structure. Therefore they seek connections with the 
political Dalit Movements for common practices of liberation. Yet, the same reformers proclaim their unwavering loyalty to The 
Salvation Army and form a theological basis of social protest (re-)reading its history and theological tradition as a liberating 
message. Based on this example of a Christian Dalit Community, this paper reflects on the role of religion in the formation of the 
identity of marginalised communities and in the emergence of social movements. Against classic interpretations, it argues that 
religion is not simply either oppressive or liberating but that religion is rather the effect of debates about group identities and 
social demands. 
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Secularism entailed inter alia the marginalisation of (aspects of) religion from public life. The assumption was: out of sight, out 
of mind - and that this would be a continual process. Religion would eventually disappear from rational humanity. 

However, as surveys, sociological studies and demographic projections have indicated over recent years, broadly speaking 
such expectations on the demise of faith as a public and personal dynamic had in many societies been overly enthusiastic. The 
current Post-secular awareness has lifted that veil of expectation: religion is not dead, nor had it ever been where its influence 
had simply not been recognised. Certainly, religion has been much altered over recent decades, as the longer-term effects of 
the Enlightenment played out variously in modern societies, but the phenomenon of religion, the existential meaning gained 

from religions by their adherents, and the socio-legal-political effects of these remain. 
In the same way as the Post-modern era had in many respects not been a clean break with the Modern era, but had rather 
been constituted by a different orientation to the same fundamental awarenesses, the move from the Secular to the Post-

secular is also characterised by continuities. Even discontinuities result substantially from a reaction to earlier philosophical 
and social impulses. 

In this session, instances (case studies, ideological-critical analyses, terminological trajectories and other examples) of such 
discontinuities and continuities of expressions of faith between Secularism and Post-secularism are studied. Instances from 

different aspects of society, language, law, the arts and from religious life itself are welcomed. Interdisciplinarity is encouraged. 

 

Sacred Music in a post secular world – continuities and discontinuities in the Cathedrals Group of 
Universities in the UK 

June Boyce-tillman 

University of Winchester, Uk, United Kingdom 

This paper will examine the development of the Cathedrals Group Choirs’ festival in the UK to examine how it both continues 
and disrupts the religious narratives of the religious foundations of the 11 universities that make up the Cathedrals’ group. This 
research examined this by interrogating the participation in the festival in 2018. It used this analysis to define the place of sacred 
music in personal and cultural wellbeing (Cook 1990, Clarke 2008, Boyce-Tillman 2016). It examined the place of the festival in 
students’ wellbeing including a religious or spiritual dimension. The survey used a variety of data-collection strategies – 
questionnaires, semi-structured interviews and short statements from vice chancellors. It examined the origins of the festival with 
its founders in a the 1970s when the chapel would have played a much more significant part in college life.  

A grounded theory methodology was used using the Alas ti programme for analysis. Overall, the survey and balance of opinion 
suggested that the benefits of the Festival were physical, emotional, social and spiritual (with some seeing this as religious and 
as others as not). 

Various approaches to music with a sacred text (concentrating on music from the Western Christian tradition) have been 
identified in the literature including devotional, story-telling, meaning-making and cultural belonging, drawing on the 
ethnographical and auto-ethnographical literature, primarily within the UK. Although church attendance is declining, there is a 
growth in the UK of an interest in sacred music in recorded and concert form (Arnold 2014), which is illuminated by this research. 
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From Anti-Science to the War on "Gender Ideology": The Secularization of Discourse in the Latin 
American Neoconservatism 

Jerry Espinoza-Rivera 

University of Costa Rica, Costa Rica 

According to Charles Taylor in “The Secular Age”, secularization is a phenomenon which is closely related with what Max Weber 
called “disenchantment of the world”. This process has even affected the discourse of its opponents. During the last decade, 
conservatism in Latin America has transformed from a naive antiscientific and antimodern discourse into a supposed 
reivindication of “real science” against “ideology”. 

This paper analyses the appropriation of the scientific language by the Latin American neoconservatism during the last decade 
and its political implications. Following Claude Lefort’s post-foundational conception of democracy, the paper concludes that 
Latin American neoconservatism shares with the old conservatism its despise for autonomy, pluralism and diversity, as well as 
its aspiration to impose a unique conception of truth and a heteronomous morality for all. 
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Modern Western Esotericism is a thoroughly literal or text centered phenomenon. The leaders and main characters of esoteric 
organisations and groups have produced various kinds of non-fictional and philosophical literature, and the followers are 

initiated into the groups and organisations by reading texts produced by them. The practices within the organisations, e.g. in 
the Theosophical Society or in the Anthroposophical Society, consists very often in reading and discussing the texts, as well as 

in the presumption that the followers familiarizes themselves with the particular textual tradition. Both the founders and 
followers of esoteric traditions have also produced fiction, novels and short stories, which in part have spread the thoughts of 
the traditions and their followers to reach a wider reading audience. For instance, theosophical fiction, in forms of novels and 

short stories, was a popular form of expression in the late 19th and early 20th century – and it has not disappeared, only 
changed in form of style. Some authors connected with esoteric traditions have produced novels and short stories which are 
sending a double message to their readers: For an ordinary reader the novels appear as plainly entertaining works of fiction, 

while to readers familiar with the underpinnings of the tradition(s), the novels reveal esoteric ideas and teachings. Also 
“secular” authors uses and benefits from esoteric texts, ideas and thoughts, as resources (occulture) in creating literary art, 

while at the same time they make them familiar to the reading public, as for instance J. K. Rowlings Harry Potter -series or Dan 
Brown’s Da Vinci Code. Extremely interesting is also the interaction and dialogue between fiction and esoteric traditions, the 
well-known example being Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s novels Zanoni and Vril, both books having a huge impact on 20thcentury 

esoteric traditions. 
This panel is focusing on modern Western Esotericism, from the 19th century up to present day by asking: What are the forms 
of interaction and dialogue between esoteric traditions and fiction? What kind of continuities and changes can be seen within 
this dialogue? What kind of examples could one find? What kind of methodological tools and theoretical perspectives can be 
used when studying this interaction? Papers may discuss one single author or one piece of a novel, short story, or poem, or 
explore the relationship between esoteric tradition(s) and literary art in broader way, for instance, from the point of view of 

continuity or change. Papers can also concentrate on some theoretical or methodological perspective, such as for instance 
gender perspective. 

 

The interpretations of Emanuel Swedenborg's image of afterlife in Laura Lindstedt's Oneiron 

Tiina Mahlamäki 

University of Turku, Finland 

In my paper I analyze Laura Lindstedt’s novel Oneiron. A Fantasy About the Seconds After Death (2015) as an feminist and 
gendered interpretation of Emanuel Swedenborg’s image of afterlife. Oneiron earned the Finlandia Prize 2015, Finland’s most 
prestigious literary honour. By focusing on “the other side” the novel concentrates on the gendered powers structures of this 
world. For scholar of religion and literature, the novel gives a lot to study, e.g. the images of afterlife in different religions and 
world views, embodied religiosity and spirituality of women, and the connection of anorexia and Judaism. From the point of view 
of Western Esotericism Laura Lindstedt (b. 1976) can be seen as a “secular” author who uses and benefits from esoteric texts, 
ideas and thoughts, as resources (occulture) in creating literary art.Her interpretation of Swedenborg’s afterlife is gendered and 
corporeal. Laura Lindstedt’s postmodern and ”post-esoterian” novel is pointing out the ways esoteric ideas, themes, and texts 
can still work as resources for authors of fiction. Oneironalso proves that the ideas of Swedenborg and the artistic interpretations 
of them are still part of the memory of the Western culture, and as such they can be used, re-used and re-interpreted again and 
again.  

 

The ‚Gnostic‘ Cosmology in the (Post)Modern Science Fiction 

Jan Kozak 

University of Bergen, Norway 

Negative and pessimistic models of the cosmos appear in many traditions throughout the history. In the more extreme forms, 
exemplified by some of the extant gnostic texts, the visible material world is conceptualized as a deceitful prison-like creation of 
the Demiurge, a false and evil pseudo-God. Humans have a divine spark in them which belongs to the good and complete reality 
(‘Pleroma’) beyond the deceitful prison of this world (‘Hysterema’). Humans are unaware of the truth about the world, because 
they are kept in the dark by the agents of the Demiurge. But there is a way out. Small groups of dissidents are spreading the 
redemptive knowledge – gnosis – of the true nature of man and the world. The quest of each individual is clear – it is a cosmic 
‘Prison Break’ story. 

Very similar structure to this ‘gnostic’ cosmology can be found in a surprisingly large number of sci-fi novels and movies. We can 
see the same model scaled up or down - from an isolated island (The Island, 2005), to a city (Dark City, 1998) to whole planet 
or reality (The Matrix, 1999), genre-wise it can be a children’s story (The City of Ember, 2008), comedy (Truman Show, 1999) or 
a number of other sci-fi sub-genres, however the disposition of motifs and functional elements remains relatively constant in this 
group and they can be seen as elaborations on the same basic cosmology. 

In the paper I am going to offer observations on the role of these narratives, why they are typically present in the sci-fi genre and 
not elsewhere, what were some of the 19. century and early 20. century influences that enabled their modern constitution and 
what can this group of narratives show us about the re-employment of esoteric or religious cosmologies by popular fiction. 

 

Creating imaginary spiritual spaces through esoteric metaphors in the song lyrics of Sa-Roc 

Sophia Löwe 

Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, Netherlands, The 

The relationship between Esotericism and female mc’-ing is a relatively new one. Historically, hip-hop studies appears in the 
1990s. To counter the hegemony of black masculinity in the genre, Joan Morgan’s ‘Hip-Hop Feminism’ sought to bring black 
feminist experience and thought into the spotlight. With its legacy stretching from Queen LaTifah to Lauryn Hill, and now, more 



recently, to Rihanna and Sa-Roc. In the current century, the use of esoteric metaphors has made increasing appearance in black 
female hip-hop and poetry. A mixture of metaphors of different esoteric traditions is used to create an extra-terrestrial, magical 
positioning for colored women that both strengthens them in their earthliness and provides them with self- empowerment in a 
new imaginary transcendental space. This is ‘both/and’- space breaks free from the oppositions of fiction and reality, male and 
female, transcendental and material. Darkness and love are often mentioned alongside one another, embodied through the 
invocation of a ‘Black Queen’ that succeeds in joining the two. 

The paper investigates the implications of such merging of traditions by exploring the medium of song lyrics as a form of 
contemporary mystical writing. In order to do this, I re-examine the category of ‘Western Esotericism’; questioning the spatial 
implications of the term and its ability to host Afro-American lyrical expression. I am particularly interested in how black bodies 
can interact/intervene with ‘western’ spaces (physical and academic). Hereby arguing that the use of esoteric vocabulary opens 
up spiritual spaces for black women that allow them to rise from a masculine, white (and western) earth. With materiality gaining 
new interest in the field of Religious Studies, I am curious to explore the material-discursive implications of such an un-earthing 
of the (black) female body in an increasingly virtual reality with the help of Sa-Roc’s lyrics. 
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Over the last twenty years, there has been a growing understanding among scholars that conflicts in, between or over sacred 
places are imbricated with political, economical, social cultural features of spaces and landscapes. A site considered sacred 

has a meaning involving human beliefs, emotions, values, everyday life and core identity self-perceptions; the understanding of 
the different layered meanings of a sacred place means taking into account the history of contested and contesting groups, 

and also present and past experiences regarding conflicts and disputes. 
Robert M. Hayden (2002) invented the category of “competitive sharing” and proposed the theoretical category of the 

“antagonistic tolerance”; we suggest mobilizing it with the category of “tolerant antagonism”. The model anticipates that when 
one group is dominant, or when both groups are subordinated to a higher political power such as a political government, 

interactions are peaceful and syncretism may be found; however, when such dominance is threatened or overturned, violence 
occurs, as a key site is appropriated or even destroyed. 

Since religious places provide access, legitimacy, meaning, identity and a sense of community, those same reasons lead 
religious groups into conflict with competitors who wish to implement conflicting rules regarding access, compete for rightful 

title, provoke their rival and target its population. In a historical perspective the binomial “history” and “memory” works well and 
it permit to go deepen in these dynamics and processes of conflict: in front of an official and formal history, there are collective 
and partisan memories which contribute in defining identities, emphasizing or obliterating different forms of violence (Assmann 

1992). 
By presenting their respective narratives of the past, religious and non-religious communities legitimize their discourses, 

identity practices, rights and claims. 
This panel provides an analytical platform for recording and analyzing a series of case studies regarding conflicts located in 

contested places, with the aim of comparing these conflicts and discussing the dynamics of conflicts and possibilities for 
conflict resolution. 

We will discuss conflicts and contestations and different forms of tolerance and antagonism, spatially localized, between 
religious groups (different religions or different denominations), but also between religious groups and a non–religious, secular 
groups, analyzing how they claim their rights and the legitimacy of their identities in a place, even building - through a collective 

memory - and then using the history of that place, in terms of continuity, change, disruption. 

 

From non-memory sites to heritage spaces - the case of prewar cemeteries in postmigrant territories of 
Poland 

Małgorzata Zawiła 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

Memory places play crucial role in the proces of integenerational memory transfer and in building and sustaing collective identity 
- national, ethinc and/or religious. Cemeteries as a material, spacial expressions of identity, additionally considered as sacred, 
play crucial role in these memory processes. The question arises, what happens to such places in the case of braking the 
intergenerational, cultural and religious bond, as it happens in the case of migration. Just as memory places - cemeteries may 
function as places of oblivion, forgetting and performing non-memory, especially in the case of dynamic social, cultural, religious 
and ethnic shifts. In the presentation I discuss cemeteries as places of memory and places of oblivion, focusing on the case of 
prewar, old cemeteries in the territories experienced with massive, non-voluntary postwar migration processes in Poland. 
Especially interesting for the studies of religion is the question of symbolic and performative practices of co-existence, 
contestation and appropriation of the old cemetery spaces in the postwar de-heritagisation and contemporary re-heritagisation 
processes. The presentation is based on the qualitative field research conducted in Poland, in years 2013-2017. 

 

The Sufi Lodge: Contesting Authenticity in the Process of Religious Tradition Continuity 

Ksenia Trofimova 

Institute of Philosophy, Russian Academy of Sciences, Russian Federation 

The religious landscape in the Balkans has been significantly shaped, following social and cultural processes and changes in 
the past 100 years and resulting in the elaboration of alternative contexts and agents of religious traditions continuity. In post-
War Yugoslavia Sufism started to be practiced within newly-established institutions, that flourished among Roma-Muslim 
communities in parallel with “official” and recognized Sufi-lodges. 
While gaining access to tradition and thus the opportunity of its transmission and, in a sense, its appropriation, new aspirants 
and religious authorities have founded religious centers inside the borders of Romani urban districts. These religious sites, 
commonly referred to as semana (semakhane - a meeting room and a ritual hall) or tekke (a Sufi lodge), are meant to act as 
platforms for preserving and spreading the spiritual teachings, as well as performing rituals of various kind.  

The whole process of reproduction of Sufi traditions in Roma-Muslim communities and their localization in predominantly mono-
ethnic settlements has assumed a frequent character and has been – so far – barely watched and controlled by official or "semi-
clandestine" religious institutions. Being relatively autonomous but not isolated, these numerous Sufi groups and Sufi centers 
have been experiencing the impact of active religious and cultural identities, building processes in the region, and have been 
developing in a space of intra-confessional pluralism. 

In this context, the issue of the authenticity and authority of one or the other spiritual leader and specifically the religious center 
where the tradition is practiced and concentrated, takes on special significance. The status of the tekke, in which the site is 
positioned, is called into question and contested. 

Drawing upon fieldwork conducted in Macedonia, Serbia, and Kosovo in 2011-2018, this paper discusses the narratives and 
practices of authenticity, which accompany the abovementioned exclusion strategy. 
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During the recent decades, European politics has witnessed the growing prominence of various right wing populist agendas, 
including nationalism, opposition to immigration, welfare chauvinism, Euroscepticism and anti-globalism. Often these agendas 

are entangled with religious issues. While constructing their visions of ‘the Nation’, right wing populist parties display anti-
Muslim opinions and defend nationally defined forms of Christianity. The papers in this panel look at the entanglements of 

religion and right wing populist agendas in the Baltic and Nordic political publicities, including parliamentary texts and speeches 
and presence of politicians and politics in the media. Exemplary themes to be addressed are the different roles of religion as 

part of right wing populist definitions of ‘the nation’, the common agendas that certain religious groups have with the right wing 
populists, and the challenges posed to the religious groups, especially in a situation, where the understandings of the ‘national 

Christianities’ are contested by the right wing populists. The panel welcomes both empirical and theoretical papers on such 
topics. The submissions may approach these themes from the perspective of political parties, politicians, religious groups or 

NGOs. However, the contributions should contain a firm link to the parliamentary politics. 

 

The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and right-wing populist agendas 

Anna Maria Haapalainen 

University of Turku, Finland 

The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland has and is in some circles considered to be one of the custodians of ‘Finnish culture’. 
During the history of Finland, the ELCF has participated to various agendas that aim for building the Finnish nation. Furthermore, 
the church has commerced public discussions about ‘Finnishness’, ‘nation’, and ‘church’ and stressed he entanglement of these 
concepts. Thus, it is not surprising that right-wing populist parties and groups seek to interact with this gatekeeper of ‘Christian 
Finland’. However, this poses a problem to the ELCF. Even though they foster the idea of Finnishness is something that is 
intertwined to Christianity and Christian culture, they also work actively with refugees, immigrant NGO’s and other activists 
helping those who do not share the same religion. The debate inside the ELCF concerning the tension between Christianity and 
Islam, and the discussions dealing with the definition of Finnishness are bubbling under simultaneously with the ELCF’s 
outspoken agenda to help the refugees coming from Muslim countries. The right-wing populist Finns Party (Perussuomalaiset) 
has supporters within the ELCF, not only among the laypeople but also among the clergy and other employees of the ELCF. 
These right-wing populist agendas are incompatible with the general, and also in some degree Christian, human rights agendas. 
In this paper, I will scrutinise how this tension is dealt within the ELCF and what effects it has had. This paper is based on media 
and ethnographic materials as well as other textual materials published by the ELCF and actors working closely with the Finns 
Party or the Finns Party itself.  

 

Religion and the Finns Party’s political agenda in the light of party and election platforms 

Jere Kyyrö 

University of Turku, Finland 

The right wing populist Finns Party was established in 1995 after its predecessor, The Finnish Agrarian Party was disbanded. 
Originally an anti-elitist and anti-EU party, it adopted anti-immigration strategies during the late 2000s, becoming the main 
channel of anti-immigrant and anti-Islam stances in Finnish parliamentary politics. After 2011 landslide victory the party arose 
among the four largest parties. However, a tension between followers of Timo Soini, the party’s strong-man promoting anti-elitist 
and anti-abortion views and Jussi Halla-aho, leader of the anti-immigration block, led eventually to division of the party in the 
2018. 

This paper takes a look into features of Finns Party’s election and party platforms’ references to religion by the means of thematic 
content analysis. What kind of object and resource of politics religion becomes on the party’s political agenda? What is common 
with other parties’ platforms and what is peculiar to the Finns party in regard to the treatment of Christianity and Islam? The data 
for the analysis is collected from between 1999‒2018 and concentrates specifically to the themes and contexts in which 
references to religion occur. Additionally, the benefits and limits of political platforms as data about politics on religion are 
discussed. 
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Despite the importance of arts in understanding the ways artistic behaviour and creative practices can affect social inclusivity 
and political representation, and notwithstanding the role of cultural organizations in creating incentives for minoritized 

individuals and collectives to engage in artistic expressions (Martiniello 2015), there has been a paucity of research tackling 
the issue of art practices and strategies enacted by migrants, minorities and marginalized groups to reclaim their “right to have 

rights” (Arendt 1951), among which there is the right to perform religiosity and spirituality. 
As Paul DiMaggio and Patricia Fernández-Kelly (2015) argue in their editorial on Immigration and the arts, “often lacking 
necessary linguistic skills, immigrants resort to aesthetic means – the culinary arts, music, dance, poetry, and so on – to 
communicate with the wider society. They also use art to assert dignity and claim national membership”. However, when 
looking at the aesthetics means employed by migrants, subaltern groups and ‘minorities’, the uses of arts and creative 

practices are further complicated by the need to also voice generational and/or cultural disagreement, ranging from ‘loyal’ 
dissent to outrageous revolt against the ‘majority’. These practices do not necessarily have a long-term social impact, but 

contribute creating what Nabil Echchaibi (2013) describes as a “cultural thickening” that results in religious and cultural change. 
In the often-intertwined processes of mobility and marginalization, media and religion – and their complex link to strategies of 

mobilization and resistance – are increasingly becoming relevant to also understand the way religious and cultural change 
happen. Migration and diasporic communities create instances of religious encounter and contact, where two or more religious 

traditions confront each other and establish new patterns of beliefs and practices. As contemporary religiosity is affected by 
migration, scholars need new methodological and theoretical approaches to understand the politics of representation of 

migration communities. This includes refugees and asylum seekers, migrants, as well as members of minority religious groups. 
We would argue that the study of media production of migration groups can give insights on the strategies of adaptation and 

negotiation of hybrid religious and cultural identities and identifications. We are interested in case studies that explore, but are 
not limited to, film, theatre, blogs, social media, and videos. Interdisciplinary research on every geographical area and religious 

group is welcome. Some possible topics of discussion are: 
* Film production by migrant youth and/or ethnicized and minoritized people that address religious and social change. 

* Digital spaces (e.g. blogs) where ‘minority’ groups negotiate their religious practices against a different religious background. 
* Artistic performance, such as theatre and dance, that help diasporic communities to enter in contact with what they perceive 

as ‘mainstream’ society. 
* Music, songs and video making practices that negotiate politics of recognition and representation. 

By collecting relevant case studies, the panel seeks to explore media actions and reactions connected with migrants and/or 
‘minorities’ as a way to conceptualize disruptions and changes in contemporary religion. 

 

Aghoris – the Saiva Tantriks of Banaras: Towards a Dialectical Study of Truth, and Myth Generated 
through Indian Cinema 

Vamshi Krishna Reddy Vemireddy 

Indian Institute of TechnologyTirupati, India 

Indian cinema, especially, south Indian cinema has been fascinated by the themes that intersect religion and popular culture. 
Historically, most of the horror films superficially deployed various tantric traditions while juxtaposing it with black magic. 
However, barring few sporadic representations, aghori figure has been marginal in popular Indian cinema until 2009 which 
witnessed two major bilingual films, Naan Kadavul (I am the God) (2009) and Arundhati (2009) from south india hogged limelight 
for bringing aghori figure into the centre scene. Both films revolve predominantly around aghori figures. Both the films typically 
visualize Banaras based Saiva Tantrics– aghoris, whose penance knows no limits of violence over their own bodies. While 
othering the aghori figure as bizarre and mysterious, whose world is lighted by darkness; who lives the deaths by living in 
crematorium (Shmashan) eating the human flesh, smearing himself in the ashes of the dead bodies, smoking ganja (cannabis), 
and performing weird sex rituals, in search of the ultimate salvation, renouncing the world that believes in the false light, popular 
cinema indulges in constructing a fancy identity around aghori figure. Naan Kadavul projects aghori as a saviour and Arundhati 
portrays aghori figure as a wild, to be tamed personality as a fantasy film and former being a social film. The paper critically 
examines the ‘othering process’ and ‘identity construction’ of aghori in the contemporary Indian cinema while also analysing 
them by using Cultivation Theory of George Gerbner. 

 

Observing Cultural Changes Through the Subculture of Tibetan Hip-Hop 

Martin Hanker 

Charles University, Faculty of Arts, Czech Republic 

This paper will begin by introducing the genre of Tibetan Hip-Hop as a useful means of better understanding the Tibetan youths 
and their current situation. Facing various struggles determined by their difficult position within the global diaspora, the youths 
have found a way to express their cultural heritage, religious traditions, social issues, and identity by adopting a foreign music 
genre and shaping it for their needs. After the "Rock'n'Roll" era (Diehl 2002), Tibetans are now also actively contributing to this 
appealing trend which just recently became vibrant across Asia too (e.g. the talent show "Rap of China" etc.). Although at first of 
U.S. origin, Hip-Hop has been commonly and successfully localized all over the world. The distinctive aspects of the Tibetan 
Hip-Hop will be illustrated here on selected examples. 

Cheap production requirements allow the rappers to be more independent (in comparison with the first generations of Tibetan 
popular singers relying on well-educated monks who provided the lyrics for their songs), thus the language they use and topics 
they address are now more accessible and understandable to the common people. This further leads to more open and direct 
approach even towards certain sensitive issues or taboos. Such progressive cultural manifestations sometimes cause a social 
polarization by breaking the social norms, therefore deepening the differences between "young" and "old", "modern" and 
"tradition", consequently forming the Hip-Hop subculture. Furthermore, role models, such as rappers in this case, could also fulfill 
the purpose of "universal national consolidators" – something Tibetans are lacking due to the enormous cultural diversity. As a 



result, one cannot be surprised when a Tibetan artist from Kham collaborates on a track with a Chinese rapper from Chengdu, 
inspiring fans living in New York. All these aspects will be discussed in more detail in the second part of this paper.  

 

Social Media and the Religious Subjectivities of Minority Groups: A Case Study of Muslim and Druze 
Young Adults in Israel 

Sawsan Kheir1,2 
1University of Haifa, Israel; 2Abo Akademi University, Finland 

The current paper focuses on the entanglement of social media and religiosity within the context of two unique and largely 
understudied conservative religious minorities: the Druze and Muslims in Israel. 

These two minorities are both currently undergoing massive process of modernization and renewal. For the Arab citizens of 
Israel, modernization provides a challenge to many established cultural and societal norms and attitudes. The continuous 
development of new media channels such as social media are often taken to further accentuate the modernization process. 

Although both religious groups are very similar in their conservative lifestyle and norms, they largely differ in their religious 
practices. While Muslims have full access to their religious texts, in books as well as online, the Druze religion is secret and only 
some of the Druze, the initiate Religious according to Druze criteria, have access to their sacred texts none of which appear 
online. 

Combining both survey and interview data that was gathered as part of the Centre of Excellence in Research Young Adults and 
Religion in a Global Perspective (YARG) international research project, the current paper discusses how these differences 
between the secret nature of Druze religion and the accessible nature of Islam relate to internet and social media use among 
young adult students in both religious groups. Specifically, it relates to the reciprocal relations of social media use and religiosity 
among this population, and aims to shed the light on the factors that shape this reciprocity. The paper further relates to the subtle 
and indirect effects of social media use on religiosity. 

The data presented is valuable in its contribution to highlighting the importance of contextual factors in shaping the complex 
inter-relations between social media use and religiosity, among young adult minority students today. 
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Although the study of texts may not command the same esteem it once did in the study of religion, it is still a central practice in 
the field; and it must, apparently, remain so, since texts absorb and cultivate important strands of religious ideology. At least 

one aspect of textual life is that texts are at the receiving end of processes of religious innovation and creativity, so they reflect 
rich historical processes of development. 

Although it is obvious to scholars that texts, including foundational ones, grow and change, the image harboured in relation to 
them within religious traditions tends toward one of a stable, monumental truth that is deemed eternal and static. Yet although 
scholars are critical of this vision, they perhaps conform to it beyond what is apparent on the surface. All too often, texts are 

considered flat repositories of historical and doctrinal information, while their creative dimensions – and certainly their agency - 
are disregarded; texts, we are told, don’t do anything in the world, they are not subjects; it is only people that interpret them 

and imbue them with meaning. Although many scholars have acknowledged that texts have a life to them, they are considered 
dead agents. 

This session is conceived as an attempt to revitalize the study of texts in religious studies, through a consideration of the idea 
of agency in religious texts. For one thing, texts are anything but static, not only in the sense that they change over time, but by 

being the products of continuous creative activity, they evolve and transform. Whether resulting from flexible oral tradition or 
through interpretive genius regarding written texts, perhaps in face of challenging or changing historical conditions, texts 
absorb some of the deep, reflective moments of religious life and vitality. Once they do, we may suggest that they can be 

considered as the receptacles for a vibrant religious consciousness – or better, consciousnesses – that continues to influence 
society as a whole through the specific people that engage with them. Texts are not finite sets of ideas or doctrines, but rich 
complexes of processes that cross from the doctrinal and philosophical, through the poetic, aesthetic and inspirational, to the 
social and institutional. When people engage with texts, something happens not only because people have rich imaginative 

capacities, but also because the texts give home to lively vectors of thinking. Although such a formulation stretches the 
boundaries of our epistemological comfort zone, the great conscious effort that is invested in the formation or study of a text – 
of which we are well aware as scholars - may allow us to conceive of texts as agents, or at least to pause before we continue 

to view them as nothing more than paper and ink. 
This session is designed as an assessment of the creative power of texts in generating process of religious change, which will 

allow for a preliminary consideration of the notion of texts as agents. 

 

The concept of bhāvanā and the agency of Vedic injunctive texts 

Naphtali S. Meshel1, Anand Mishra2 
1The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel; 2Heidelberg University, Germany 

We propose to examine the Sanskrit concept of bhāvanā, central to the mīmāṃsā tradition of sacrificial theory, in terms of textual 
agency. In the mīmāṃsā tradition (pūrvamīmāṃsā, the classical Sanskrit discourse on sacrificial theory), the Vedic injunctive 
texts are perceived as authorless, having no human or divine person as their source. Since the injunctions in the Vedic text 
nevertheless motivate people to ritual action, a conundrum arises: how might an injunction (codanā) that nobody has enjoined 
generate in an individual a motivation to ritual action? Surely, some force of causation, or agency, must be sought in the text 
itself—perhaps in the very morphology of its verbs. An elaborate theory of a two-stage “bringing-into-being” (bhāvanā, 
“beification”) is developed, in which the text itself, through a series of beifications, brings about ritual actions, which, in turn, are 
believed to bring about desired results. 

Finally, we will demonstrate how this classical theory of sacrifice sheds further light on a modern anthropological approach to 
ritual action—namely, Clifford Geertz’s distinction between moods and motivations with regard to religious action.  

 

Textual enlightenment or enlightened textuality? Contemplative practices in early Buddhism 

Eviatar Shulman 

Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel 

Scholarship in religious studies all too often assumes that a text is a given – it is just “a text”, out there in the world for people to 
make use of. Yet in many ways, texts can be seen as active agents in their own rights - are people really (free) agents? Are they 
not products of texts of different kinds? Which is the hen and which the egg? Specifically, religious texts contain webs of ideas 
and practices that can be thought to produce their own creative mechanisms that effect practitioners, no less than being created 
by them. In the present case we will look at some of these ideas through an investigation into the contemplative practices of 
early Buddhism. Early practices of insight meditation can be seen as a set of highly specific analytic visions, which crystallized 
into oral formulas. These formulas were then used to put together the vast body of early Buddhist discourses (suttas), much like 
building blocks or the French philosopher Deleuze’s Rhizome. This dynamic of textual composition also reflects the dynamic of 
contemplative practice, when different formulas can be applied and re-applied in order to generate a web of meditative visions; 
the formulas thus spur practice, indeed induce enlightenment or liberating moments, no less than they are reflections of 
meditative experience or formulized Buddhist philosophy; their very nature shapes the events of awakening. We thus find a 
surprising non-duality between the text and the subjective experience of the practitioner. These processes will be explored 
through an analysis of specific meditative formulas in the early discourses attributed to the Buddha, and especially in relation to 
his students Sāriputta and Vacchagotta.  
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Women as Agents of Change: contribution to Buddhism in Latvia 

Marika Laudere 

Daugavpils University, Latvia 

After the collapse of the USSR, Buddhism gradually has become one of the religious practices in Latvia followed by Latvians 
and Russians who converted to the religion. An examination of the fieldwork data collected in Buddhist communities shows that 
since the beginning women have had a significant role in bringing Buddhism ideas to and taking control of the future of the 
religion in Latvia. Women were not only actively interested in worshiping and practicing Buddhism but were engaging in a range 
of activities, developing and modernizing Buddhist communities in Latvia. Thus, the aim of the paper is to analyses involvement 
of women in practicing Buddhism and demonstrate their role and contribution in the historical transmission and development of 
Buddhism in Latvia, with a special focus on the leadership, teaching, translating and social activism. 

 

Dynamic Agency of British Muslim Women 

Hengameh Ashraf Emami 

University of Nottingham, United Kingdom 

Multi-sited ethnographic research aims to explore agency of Muslim women across generations by drawing on forty interviews 
in two locations in Britain: Newcastle-upon-Tyne and Glasgow. Oral history interviews and participants observations were used 
to obtain data for the research purposes. The article attempts to explore dynamic agency of the participants through their 
engagement in education and labour market and discusses how they empower themselves towards egalitarian position. Islamic 
feminist ( Mahmood 2011), black feminists thought ( Collins, 2002 ) and Double consciousness ( Dou Bios Dou Bios, W.E.B., 
1897 ) theories will be apply to demonstrate dynamic agency of the participants. Indeed, the intersection of gender, religion, 
ethnicity and social class has impact on constructing, deconstructing and reconstructing identities of Muslim women. The paper 
will discuss various meanings of education and work through the voices of participants and will demonstrate how they apply their 
agency to achieve independency and liberation. In addition, it will discuss the paradox of visibility and invisibility of Muslim women 
and will illustrate how their agency re/worked in public and private arena and in what ways education and work may influence 
their sense of belonging. Concept of agency is not fixed but various in different situations, either resistant (e.g. Butler, 2013) or 
as docile agency (see Mahmood, 2011). This article discusses various forms and practices of Muslim women agency when they 
engage with educational system, whereas they have various experiences and social backgrounds. Multi-dimensional complexity 
of Muslim women’s identities are significant of dynamics of their agency. 
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Continuity and change in Finnish university students’ worldviews 

Karoliina Dahl 

Åbo Akademi University, Finland 

In this paper, I present how Finnish university students describe their religious, spiritual and secular identities with regards to 
continuity and change. The period of emerging adulthood is often described as a period of great changes, including changes 
connected to religion. As for changes in the religious landscape in Finland, the number of Lutheran Church members has 
decreased, and at the same time, religious diversity is increasing. The attitudes towards institutional religion among Nordic 
populations have often been conceptualized through the term “believing in belonging”. However, it is argued that this notion no 
longer applies to the religious attitudes of the young generation of Finns, for whom tradition and culture as such are not enough 
to keep them as church members. 

My paper is based on Faith-Q-Sort-interviews with twenty university students aged 20-30. Each of the students was interviewed 
twice within a period of two years. Faith-Q-Sort (FQS) is an instrument for assessing subjectivities and positions on worldviews 
and religion, ranging from negative attitudes to favourable ones. FQS consists of 101 statements that are sorted according to 
how well each statement describes the respondent. The FQS-interviews provide insight into young adults’ worldviews as well as 
to the experienced changes and continuities in their religious, spiritual and secular identities. Most of the university students 
express continuity, however, this does not exclude experiences of changes in their religiosity, spirituality or secularity. 
Additionally, belonging to the church is not always in line with the religious, spiritual, or non-religious identity they express, 
highlighting a complex relationship to the church. 

 

The role of personal bias of Estonian religious education teachers in choosing the teaching content 

Silja Härm 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

In Estonia, religious education (RE) is a controversial topic as not infrequently suspicions have been raised in the media that its 
hidden agenda may include religious indoctrination and promotion of Christianity. In current curricula, RE is a non-confessional 
elective subject which is taught in relatively few schools. Therefore few resources are allocated for development of RE if 
compared with compulsory subjects. 

In selecting the teaching content, teachers rely usually on syllabus and textbooks. In case of Estonia however, RE teachers tend 
to have a higher degree of freedom of choice due to the status of the RE and also lack of suitable textbooks. As a result of that 
the content of the RE varies significantly from school to school. 

The presentation is based on analysis of 22 semi-structured interviews with RE teachers of Estonian upper secondary schools. 
Interview questions were mainly related to the implementation of the syllabus in RE, including the teaching content. 

According to the findings no teacher uses the RE lessons consciously for proselytizing. However, it is evident that personal 
preferences and biases of teachers do play an important role in deciding about teaching content. It is often determined by 
biographical and especially educational background. In some cases, teachers tend to draw on unreliable sources rather than on 
syllabus and RE study materials. As the result the teaching content tend to reflect the worldview of the teachers even though 
they are not themselves aware about it. Notably the scope of teaching Christianity and emphasis vary significantly in different 
schools; in some of them it is payed very few attention at all. 

The findings show also the important role that syllabus, teacher education as well as quality textbooks play in balancing personal 
bias of the teachers. 
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Humanist marriage ceremonies: in search of an alternative to Catholicism as a cultural religion in Poland 

Agata Rejowska 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

In Poland, we observe an increase in the popularity of humanist (strongly individualized and mostly secular) marriage 
ceremonies. Their presence in the Polish context is particularly significant, taking into account the fact that sociologists of religion 
notice that in Poland “a ritual does not require faith” (Borowik 2001). To Poles, religious practices are rather “an element of 
identification that is more important than faith” (Borowik 2001), and Catholicism acts as a cultural religion (Demerath 2000). 
Religion is then treated as a generic, which is a part of the national culture, closely linked with the tradition and nationwide values. 
According to some researchers, humanist rites of passage constitute a serious alternative to religious rituals in Poland (Tyrała 
2009). However, the conducted research reveals ambiguous motivations of people who decide on the humanist marriage 
ceremony. “Non-religious” or “anti-religious” motivation is just one of the possibilities. One of the aims of the presented paper is 
to describe and analyze these various motivations. 

The paper is based on research which has been conducted since 2015. So far, the research process has included semi-
structured interviews with masters of humanist ceremonies, participatory observations of wedding ceremonies, qualitative 
analysis of the content of speeches, oaths, ritual scenarios and materials made available by the masters of ceremony (as well  
as collected during observations) and narrative interviews with the main actors of the marriage ceremonies (young couples). 

 

Rethinking the Boundaries between Secular and Religious Formations in Flanders through “Catholic 
Secularity” 

Eline Huygens 

Ghent University, Belgium 

Flanders, the Dutch speaking Northern part of Belgium, has witnessed a rapid process of secularization throughout the last 
decades. The dominant narrative holds that Flanders has become fully secularized, and that religion has become a merely 
private matter. This argument is particularly used in public debates on what is considered the ‘hypervisibility’ of Muslims, often 
referred to as the “Muslim question”. Despite the underlined secularization of Flemish society in these debates, we observe a 
highly ambivalent discourse in relation to public manifestations of Roman Catholicism. Through pillarization, Roman Catholicism 
benefits from a historically and socially privileged position, which is exemplified by the high number of Catholic holy days that 
has been recognized as national holidays and the vast network of state-funded Roman Catholic inspired schools and health care 
institutions. This phenomenon has been extensively described by van den Brandt (2014), who coined the notion of “Catholic 
secularity” to capture the political, cultural and social entanglements of Roman Catholicism and Flemish society. In this paper, I 
build on this notion to explore the privileged entanglement between Roman Catholicism and society when it pertains to issues of 
gender and ethnicity. Through an empirical analysis of two recent events that generated much discussion in media and politics, 
I will explore how the concept of Catholic secularity is challenged in these discussions. The first event is a Catholic mass on the 
Flemish public broadcasting channel in which the priest was reciting misogynistic excerpts from the Bible. The second event is 
the renaming of “Christmas markets” as “winter markets” in several Flemish cities, which was said to be inspired by a commitment 
to neutrality. Throughout this paper, I will argue that secularism in Flanders ruptures when issues such as gender and ethnicity 
come to the fore. 

 

The place of Catholic Church in the contemporary Polish politics. Hidden playmaker whether colossus 
with legs of clay? 

Paweł Kusiak 

Polish Naval Academy, Poland; Polish Society for the Study of Religions, Poland 

The subject of this paper is the political activity of Catholic Church in contemporary Poland. Author try to answer for the question 
about real influence of the Church and they hierarchy for internal and external policy of the state. On the first part of paper author 
will present the definition of the church which he used. This definition based on the assumption that Catholic Church is a 
transnational organization who has their aims. The main difference from the other transnational or transgovernment organization 
working inside democratic states is tradition and place in the consciousness of Polish society which has the Church. Moreover 
author will present methodology of research Church influence on the Polish policy. On the second part of the paper author wil l 
present most important factors which have impact for the situation of Catholic Church in Poland after 1989. The most important 
elements on this part of paper will be concern: numbers of Catholics in Poland and trends of change it; acts of law regulation 
Church activity for instance constitution and concordat; Vatican policy toward Church in Poland; saint John Paul II and his legacy. 
On the third part author will describe chosen Church political initiatives after 2015 and their effects. Author selected four problems 
(two internal and two external): Poland toward migration crisis in Europe; Polish policy toward Eastern Europe states; law 
regulation of the abortion in Poland; changing of the electoral law in Poland. On the final part author will present prediction about 
possibility scenarios of future political role of Catholic Church in Polish policy. 
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Path Dependencies, Critical Junctures and the Formation of Secularities 

Christoph Kleine 

Universität Leipzig, Germany 

The general topic “Continuations and Disruptions” is exceptionally well chosen. How to conceptualize change has always been 
one of the most intricate problems in historical studies of religions. While early phenomenologists have stressed continuity in an 
almost “Platonic” manner, presupposing religion to be an anthropologic constant, a static unit that only changes appearance over 
time, modernization and secularization theorists as well as postcolonialists tend to interpret the emergence of global modernity 
as a radical break; the latter even arguing that religion is a modern western invention. In my presentation I propose an approach 
that avoids the extremes of either interpreting the emergence of religion as a global social system as a radical rupture that has 
changed everything or claiming the continuity of religion as a social fact and vital element of the human condition since times 
immemorial. Referring to examples from the history of Japan I want to test the usefulness of the conceptual framework of critical 
junctures and path-dependencies in order to theorize processes of historical change that led to the formation of multiple 
secularities in global modernity. While acknowledging the disruptive character of colonialization and concomitant processes of 
globalization, modernization, secularization and “religionization” (Dreßler) I want to draw attention to the “indigenous” social and 
epistemic structures of a longue durée that have served as resources and generated path-dependencies for relevant actors 
forced to make decisions at the critical juncture of the colonial age and thus shaped the ways in which orders of knowledge were 
reconfigured. In doing so, I hope to find a middle way that does take into account contingencies without ignoring path-
dependencies, that acknowledges ruptures without overlooking continuities, and that recognizes western hegemony without 
denying the agency of local actors in the culture-specific processes of religionization and secularization. 

 

Sacred Spaces: Hybridized Daily Religious Habitus at Two Shrines in Bangkok 

David Albert Dayton 

Florida International University, United States of America 

Thais overwhelming claim that to be Thai is also to be Buddhist (เป็นไทย เป็นพุทธ), but rather than a religious identification, 
Buddhism has increasingly become a cultural tradition and custom as opposed to a religious act. Sacred activities, many only 
tangentially related to Buddhism, are today both commonplace and consciously separated from the formalized practice of 

Buddhism. Increasingly, within this environment of sacred plurality, space and place also delineate more “efficient” (มผีล) spiritual 

activities from “real religion” (ศาสนาจรงิจรงิ). Two prime examples of these sacred positionings are the Erawan Shrine and the 

Temple of the Emerald Buddha, likely the two most famous and most visited shrines in Bangkok, Thailand. Both are religious 
landmarks in the city and both are integral to the regular sacred practices of many in Thailand and from around the world. Most 
Thai worshipers to one site will, at some point, visit the other as well. Yet, the histories, the practices and functions for devotees, 
and even the religious source of the two sacred sites differ significantly. 

As the diversity of these shrines show, and building on what McDaniel (2009), Kiriarsa (2005) and DeDe Witte (2008) have all 
previously suggested, I propose that the daily practice of sacred activities in Bangkok today can no longer be simply categorized 
as either “traditional Thai Buddhism” and everything else. Additionally, the combination of nationalism and global capitalism in 
Thailand has stimulated a hybridity religiosity, blurring the boundaries between secular and sacred practices. These sacra-
secular expressions are increasingly popular in an ever more global and locally-specific religious economy. 

 

Dislocating the Buddha Mind: Hara Tanzan and the Notion of “Experience” in Early Meiji Buddhism 

Stephan Kigensan Licha 

Heidelberg University, Germany 

In the second half of the 19th century, religious thinkers increasingly turned to an interiorized understanding of religion. In seeking 
to insulate it from the onslaught of the natural sciences, religion came to be conceived of as an inner reality to which only a form 
of experience unavailable to the natural sciences granted access.  

In the Japanese context, this emphasis on the interior and experiential nature of religion is commonly traced to the work of D.T. 
Suzuki, who communicated Zen to the West as a form of mysticism disclosing “the very reason of existence”. However, already 

in the 1870’s the eccentric Sōtō Zen priest Hara Tanzan 原坦山 (1819 – 1892) developed a vision of Buddhism based on the 

concept of “experiential verification” (jikken 実験). In explicit reaction to the twin challenges Buddhism faced in the influx of 

Christianity and modern science during the Meiji 明治 period (1868 – 1912), Hara asserted that the Buddha mind was a fluid 

circulating in the brain. Awakening could be achieved by cutting off its downward drain towards the nether regions, a state Hara 
claims to have “experientially verified”. Consequently, according to Hara, the interior space of religion was not to be found in the 
mind, but rather in the nervous system. 

In previous scholarship, Hara has been described as a “bridge” between pre-modern and early-phase modern forms of Japanese 
Buddhism in so far as he formulated a “psychologized” form of Zen. Through an investigation of the polemics on the status of 
“experiential verification” he embroiled himself in with his fellow Buddhists, this paper will offer a more nuanced account, arguing 
that Hara instead should be understood as the last representative of a Buddhism that could still seek to justify itself through 
naturalistic claims. 

 
  



S115: Continuations and Disruptions in the History of the Islamic World 
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An Ignored Arabic Account of a Byzantine Royal Woman 

Hadi Taghavi, Ehsan Roohi, Hadi Sabouhi 

University of California, Irvine 

Byzantine Imperial and aristocratic women had a wide variety of roles with a spectrum of importance. One possible way to enrich 
our information on Byzantine Royal women is to consult the historical and cultural heritage of Byzantium’s adjacent territories. 
The primary aim of this paper is thus to trace Byzantine women in the Arabic Shī’ī literature, as exemplified by the underutilized 
autobiography of a heretofore unidentified Roman (Rūmīyya) princess named Malīka. Due most likely to the occurrence of 
Malīka’s autobiography in a source from the Shī’ī ḥadīth tradition, along with its hagiographic and miraculous elements, the 
account’s potential historical value has escaped the notice of previous Byzantinists. Despite its hagiographic nature, Malīka’s 
story has a historical core. Through an intertextual study between the Arab and Byzantine historical texts, the present study 
seeks to shed light on the identification of Malīka and her paternal ancestry. 

 

Jihad by the Sword against Muslims and Infidels (The Phenomenon of Jihad by the Sword with focus on 
the Islamic State) 

Tadeáš Vala 

University of Pardubice, Czech Republic 

In my contribution to the conference I will describe the issue of "jihad by the sword" (armed jihad) and its use by specific Muslim 
groups that used it against otherwise-minded Muslims and various non-believers in history and present with a special focus on 
the Islamic State. Emphasis will be placed on the differences between the use of jihad against some Muslims as internal enemies 
of the faith and the effort to purify Islam from undesirable innovation (bid‘ah) on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the use 
of jihad against non-Muslim groups as external enemies of Islam. Finally, the contribution will focus on the understanding and 
use of these two forms of jihad by the Islamic State. 

 

“I keep praying to the same God”: Continuity of belief in the narratives of Muslim converts in Switzerland 

Amir Sheikhzadegan 

University of Fribourg, Switzerland 

Religious converts go through a process of spiritual transformation (Paloutzian, 2005) and experience a reshuffling of their social 
identities (Travisano 1970; Gooren 2010). This identity transformation often implies making clear-cut symbolic boundaries 
towards the abandoned faith. 

Against this theoretical background, the paper deals with the question of the extent of transformation of religious beliefs as a 
consequence of religious conversion. Focusing on the Muslim converts in Switzerland, the study applies the method of narrative-
biographical interview to understand the relation of the studied converts to spirituality after the adoption of Islam. 

Analyzing the narratives of twelve converts, the paper shows that the overwhelming reason the converts give for their conversion 
was that they found in Islam convincing solutions to what they perceived as doctrinal inconsistencies in the of Christianity, above 
all the doctrine of Trinity. So the adoption of Islam helped them to reconcile their faith in God with their reason. 

The paper also discusses the question as to whether, and to what extent, the converts’ narrative of praying to the same God 
stems from “conversion transcripts” (Riesebrodt 2010) of Islam. 

Finally, the paper treats the interplay of spiritual and identity transformation arguing that religious conversion is as much about 
change of the perception of the transcendence as is about the development of a new self-view and that the latter issue can only 
be understood if one takes into account the dialectics of internal identification and external categorization (Jenkins 2000). 

 
  



S118: Philosophical and Semiotic Perspectives and the Study of Religion 
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Session Chair: Raul Veede 

Plantinga’s Model of Faith Facing Religious Diversity 

Roomet Jakapi 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932) is a prominent philosopher of religion, best known for his work in religious epistemology. For several 
decades, he has used the tools of analytic philosophy to defend theism against various objections and to elucidate the rational 
foundations of theistic beliefs. In his recent book Warranted Christian Belief (2000), he famously introduces his Aquinas/Calvin 
model of theistic belief that is widely discussed in philosophical literature. In this talk, I focus on what Plantinga calls the extended 
Aquinas/Calvin model which is also introduced in the book and pertains to specifically Christian beliefs. The extended model 
suggests that the Christian beliefs are produced in us in a supernatural way: when we read Scripture, the inward instigation of 
the Holy Spirit makes us see that the central teachings of the Gospel are true. This account of the Christian faith is exclusivist in 
nature and corresponds to Plantinga’s earlier defences of religious exclusivism (1995, 1997). As it turns out, for him, the only 
way to salvation is via classical Christianity, as he understands it, and all religious beliefs that stand in opposition to the Christian 
ones are literally false. He also holds that the adherents of other religions are epistemically inferior to Christians. I shall argue 
that the extended Aquinas/Calvin model of faith is inconsistent with the Christian idea of God’s benevolence towards humanity 
and leads to the unfortunate conclusion that not only non-Christians of all times but also many contemporary Christians are 
doomed. 

References: 

Plantinga, A., 1995, “Pluralism: A Defense of Religious Exclusivism,” in The Rationality of Belief and the Plurality of Faith, T. D. 
Senor (ed.), Ithaca: Cornell University Press, pp. 191–216. 

–––, 1997, “Ad Hick,” Faith and Philosophy, 14: 295–298. 

–––, 2000, Warranted Christian Belief, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Eucharist Semiotics: Peirce's pragmatism rooted in Berkeley's quasi-reference 

Takaharu Oda1, Raul Veede2 
1Trinity College Dublin, Ireland; 2Tartu Ülikool, Estonia 

In this paper, we will argue how and why George Berkeley’s interpretation of religious terms is aligned with C.S. Peirce’s 
pragmatist semiotics. Berkeley originally wrote, ‘whatever Proposition is made up of Terms standing for general notions or Ideas, 
the same is to me, so far forth, absolutely unintelligible’ (Manuscript Introduction §27). This explains Berkeley’s use theory of 
meaning, as shared by Peirce, according to which there is no general term independent of its practical use in language. In his 
review of the Berkeley Works (1901), Peirce then extolled: ‘Berkeley is … entitled to be considered the father of all modern 
philosophy ... more than any other single philosopher, who should be regarded as the author of that method of modern 
“pragmatism” … to formulate it in general terms’. 

Therefore, what Berkeley argued about signs and terms is fundamentally significant in Peirce. This we will rehabilitate by our 
constructive reading of both semioticians’ theological arguments, as can be demonstrated on the example of Eucharist. For 
instance, Peirce implies that transubstantiation is meaningless as the term per se, because ‘we … mean nothing by wine but 
what has certain effects, direct or indirect, upon our senses; and to talk of something as having all the sensible characters of 
wine, yet being in reality blood, is senseless jargon’ (CP5.401, 1878). General terms are, thus, meaningless if detached from the 
linguistic and habitual use bound to the senses. Likewise, Berkeley would agree with this Peircean pragmatist principle that 
Eucharist is meaningful only as quasi-reference; such terms do not label objects (unlike genuine reference) but signify the 
meaning grounded in a habitual and inferential relation by their use, e.g. ‘grace’ in the act of believing (Alciphron). Peirce’s 
semiotic pragmatism can be rooted in Berkeley’s linguistic distinction of reference and quasi-reference, which we will critically 
discuss. 

 

From religiosity to religion and back: Georg Simmel as a theorist of modern religion 

Dominika Motak 

Jagiellonian University, Poland 

The aim of this paper is to reflect upon the relevance of Georg Simmel’s theory of religion for the study of late-modern 
transformations of religious phenomena.  

Simmel, whose theoretical legacy still remains relatively neglected by the scholars of religion (especially by comparison with 
works of Weber or Durkheim), claimed that the “objective religion” – understood as a social institution organised around 
transcendent beliefs – emerges in social relations of special intensity. Nevertheless, religion is not a mere projection of 
psychosocial feelings, but is also rooted in individual experience. Simmel explicitly claimed that „religion does not create 
religiosity but religiosity creates religion”. In his view, it is the religious perspective – a „particular spiritual quality” or „attitude”, a 
way of looking at the world as a whole – that constitutes a kind of pre-stage of religion. This particular perspective of religion-like 
(religioid) character makes up an individual foundation for religion, but it can also express itself in other cultural pursuits (art 
being one example). It comes as no surprise that, for Simmel, the individual religiosity is not bound to maintain the contact with 
the organized “objective religion.” This paper will reflect on Simmelian theorem of „liberation of religiosity from religion” and 
discuss its implications for the study of contemporary transformations of religion.  

 
  



S126B: Materiality of Religion II 
Time: Friday, 28/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 428 

Session Chair: Tõnno Jonuks 

Religion is usually studied from the narrative sources, focusing on what someone believes. However, many religious practices 
are somehow associated with material items, such as objects of veneration, aids of rituals or personal talismans. However, 

these objects are often used only as illustrations in religious studies, even though they might really be central for the 
practitioners. 

Material objects may tell a different story about religion - how are/were the objects used and how is/was religion lived? Material 
objects can also help with dating certain religious phenomena and through this give a different perspective than spoken 
religion. But the most essential is the materiality itself – physical objects that help to understand and remember, use and 

express religiosity. 
This session welcomes presentations from a broad selection of topics where material objects in religion are discussed. The 

selection is not limited to institutional religions or practices, but also welcomes examples of vernacular practices, such as the 
use of relics, talismans, magical objects, biographies of religious objects, concealed and sacrificed objects, or the simultaneous 

usage of the same object in official and vernacular practices. Approaching religion from the perspective of material objects 
enables us to highlight new aspects, which sometimes go hand in hand with the textual aspects of religiosity, but sometimes 

give a significantly different picture. 

 

Icons and ideas: The roles of visual images in the ecclesiastic space 

Dmitriy Igorevitch Antonov 

Russian State University for the Humanities; School for Advanced Studies in the Humanities, RANEPA, Moscow, Russian 
Federation 

The icon in East-Christian tradition, including the Russian one plays a number of roles. It is the actor that has its own name, will 
and often performs various actions; it is the material unit that is perceived as a specific ‘body’ of a saint and sometimes used as 
the holy relics (pieces taken for healing and protection); it is the venerated image that transmits divine grace/energy (the invisible 
‘second body’ of an icon can change the status of objects that ‘touch’ it); finally, it is the visual narration that addresses its 
viewers. The latter function sometimes seems rather weird. Icons often presented a sophisticated visual story – motifs united in 
one or several themes. It goes without saying that rather few specialists, icon-painters and people of their circles, had the ability 
to ‘read’ these images in detail, reveal and decode the minor motifs, signs, markers and multiple nuances. For most parishioners 
– especially if we speak of the complicated Russian iconography of the 17th c. – various visual figures remained the ‘closed’ 
text. In this paper I will focus on the cases when even medieval icon-painters misinterpreted different motifs and figures on icons, 
and as a result created fake interpretations and drew absurd characters. These cases raise the question about roles that a visual 
narration played in the church apart from decorating the ecclesiastical space and transmitting ideas to people. 

 

The Theological Books of Roman Paganism, Considered as Material Objects 

Ludwig Maisel 

Humboldt University of Berlin, Germany 

The study of what one might call the theologians of Roman paganism – authors like Varro, Cicero, Macrobius or John Lydus – 
often pursues one of two paths: either to ask what an author tells us about the material reality of cult, or to consider him as a 
representative of the development of religious thought in his time. Both approaches, I argue, fall short of a materialist perspective 
that considers their books as books, produced and circulated through socio-economic processes, stored and handled by actual 
people. Rather than granting us direct access to anyone's religious beliefs or indirect access to their practices, we should consider 
books as objects integrated into the reproduction of both attitudes and activities. I will propose a framework for thinking about 
the sources, contents and reception history of such books as primarily social rather than textual factors, and apply such a 
framework to some of the most important extant texts of pagan theology. At the same time, I will attempt to show how a material 
analysis of these theological books can help us counteract the distorting influence that the accidents of transmission have had 
on what we consider important – namely by giving us tools for comparison that are less dependent on the survival of integral 
texts. 

 
  



S001G: Insecurities and Uncertainties at the Margins of Institutionalised 
Religions: Ghosts, Monsters, Witchcraft and Other Dangerous Matters VII 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 212 
Session Chair: Uwe Skoda 

For religious studies margins always have a methodological value, as it is “at the margins truth reveals itself” (Brody 2018). At 
the margins of institutionalised religions sociocultural continuities, ruptures and hybrid answers emerge as local and vernacular 
responses. This marginal sphere of beliefs, rituals and other practices is never completely controlled by religious authorities or 

scriptural traditions. Lacking a comprehensive doctrinal foundation it has often been trivialised and contested as a realm of 
irrational superstitions and overlooked as “folk religion”, “little tradition” or “residual beliefs”. Tensions between the institutionally 

prescribed norms and “lived” aspects of religion reveal the incongruities and gaps in religious traditions. 
This panel will deal with the continuities of cultural idioms, metaphors and narratives of insecurities and life crises in Asia, Latin 
America, Europe and other regions, where institutional and indigenous religions have co-existed in contact and conflict. On the 

one hand discrepant belief systems and diverse ritual strategies make up a vast resource for dealing with crises, calamities 
and tragedies of life and conceptualising them, on the other hand co-existing but contradictory knowledge systems generate a 

sense of suspense and uncertainty. This is often expressed in experience narratives and other genres that apply traditional 
interpretive frameworks on discussing major social and political turns but also personal crises. Such periods of transformations 

and uncertainties have been characterised as liminal (see Horvath, Thomassen, Wydra 2018). In addition to ritual contexts, 
liminality has also been connected with “conditions of irrationality” and with “lived experience”, which transforms human beings 

(ibid. 2). 
The panel calls for papers that would address the belief related storyrealm and everyday life in religious traditions that is 

charged with dangerous and incomprehensible powers – of ghosts, spirits, demonic deities, witches and other perilous agents 
– that both generate insecurity and offer an interpretive framework for conceptualising it. 

 

The Persistence of Shadows. Nepalese Ghost Stories from Classical Texts and Folklore to the Social 
Media. 

Davide Torri 

University of Heidelberg, Germany 

Whatare we talking about when we are talking about ghosts? A ghost is, first and foremost, a story: it exists in a narrative 
dimension and perpetuates itself by it. Before witnesses, a ghost needs listeners. In this regard, it is a story which unsettles and 
scares, something which keeps coming back from the past. It is the past which has not died yet, forced to resurface again and 
again in order to be acknowledged, solved and settled. In this paper, I will explore the topics and contents highlighted by ghost 
stories and narratives from Nepalese classical texts to contemporary social media, in order to analyze their meanings, roles and 
functions while at the same time mapping continuities and discontinuities between religious, folkloric and popular themes. 

 

Narratives of Ambiguity about Dhuk lha (Poison Deity) in Sikkim 

Kikee D. Bhutia 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Prior to its merger with India in 1975, Sikkim was a Himalayan Buddhist kingdom ruled by the Chogyal Dynasty that was formed 
in 1642 under the influence of Tibetan theocracy. Its demography today is primarily made up of the Lhopo (Bhutia), Rong 
(Lepcha), and Nepalese ethnic groups. Additionally, there are people from Bihar, Bengal, Haryana, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh 
and other parts of India, who are generally referred to as ‘madhise’ (Plainsmen), as well as Tibetan refugees who arrived there 
after Tibet’s occupation by China in the 1950s. While communal harmony has long been the norm, this ethnic diversity also 
always carries the possibility of creating disorder. Keeping this complex social landscape in mind, across Sikkim, belief narratives 
of Dhuk lha (a poison deity) also often interpreted as jig rten las ‘das pa’I srung ma (worldly deities) – bpal ldan lha mo (Wojkowitz 
1993[1996]:22), assume variously and contested forms among different communities, in practice often demonising and ‘othering’ 
each other. Therefore, in this paper, I offer a detailed investigation into the ambiguity of identifying the Dhuk lha. I argue that the 
ambiguous position of Dhuk lha can be interpreted within the context of growing Buddhist influence on local/non-Buddhist 
traditions and belief systems. Integration of the deity into Buddhist world view also bring about its demonization. Hence, Dhuk 
lha can be seen not only as a perpetrator but also as a victim. 

 

Belief Narratives of the Supernatural, Liminality and Epistemological Uncertainty: Field Notes from North 
Eastern India 

Ülo Valk 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

According to the Western tradition of epistemology knowledge is generally conceptualized as justified true belief. Truth and belief 
are thus not set in contrast to each other but appear in close connection. Both depend on experience as one of the basic criteria 
of truthfulness. The credibility of narratives of supernatural encounters depends on several factors, such as indicating a reliable 
source, referring to well-known witnesses and participants in the events and telling about familiar places and environments. 
However, in many cases boundaries between the story realm and the lifeworld remain vague and attitudes towards the veracity 
of the story fluctuate between firm belief and disbelief. Uncertainty regarding the truth is inherent to any storytelling that applies 
the “rhetoric of truth” (E. Oring) or expresses doubt about the factuality of the described events (T. Mould). Stories that hide their 
fictional character and those that rely on somebody’s experiences but have developed towards fictionalization expose a state of 
in-betweenness amidst the realistic and fantastic as two generic modes. 

The paper argues that there is a grey and ambiguous zone of liminality between the factual and the fictional in storytelling about 
the supernatural. Personal experience stories concerning magic and the spirit world in North Eastern India reveal that one of 
their distinctive features is not presenting beliefs as arguments but expressing epistemological uncertainty. 



Mould, Tom. 2018. “A Doubt-Centered Approach to Contemporary Legend and Fake News.” Journal of American Folklore 131: 
413–420. 

Oring, Elliott. 2012. “Legendry and the Rhetoric of Truth.” In Just Folklore: Analysis, Interpretation, Critique, by Elliott Oring, 104–
52. Los Angeles: Cantilever Press. 
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Session Chair: Nicholas Witkowski 

The goal of this panel is to challenge scholarly presumptions of hard and fast boundaries among religious communities 
comprising Himalayan and South Asian Buddhisms. Histories of early Buddhism tend to highlight the fissures among 

communities (Buddhist “schisms”) in the final centuries BCE, social divisions (between monk and layman or king and monk), 
and the fragmentation of schools during the first millennium of the Common Era. Perhaps most well known is the conception of 
the South Asian/Himalayan ascetic as a figure who has cut off all relations with society in the name of detachment from desire 
(Dumont 1960, Heesterman 1985). These attributes include, most notably, departure from family life, a homeless lifestyle or an 

abode in the wilderness, the acquisition of food by begging, celibacy, regular meditation and fasting, and self-mortification 
(Olivelle 2011, 1996, 1992, 1986, 1981, 1978, 1975). If the ascetic is defined strictly according to these rarified ways of life, 

one would naturally come to the conclusion that the figure of the monk has not changed in response to developments in South 
Asia and the Himalayas over the course of the first millennium. 

Although the ascetic/everyday dichotomy is perhaps the most iconic in the study of Buddhism, scholarship has maintained 
numerous other archaisms that inhibit our ability to recognize changing communal dynamics in the Himalayan and South Asian 
contexts during the first millennium. Early Buddhologists often erected conceptual walls between the categories of “Buddhist” 

and “Brahman,” among the so-called Buddhist “sects” (Mahāsāṃghika, Sarvāstivāda, Mahīśāsaka, etc.), between the 
“Mahāyāna” and the “Hīnayāna,” and between “Indian” and “Tibetan” Buddhisms. 

Our panel seeks to interrogate the inherited conceptual boundaries in Buddhist scholarship that often obscure a historical 
record of vibrant interactions and mutual influence. Cases will be drawn from a variety of South Asian Buddhist literary genres, 
including sutras, hagiography, and legal texts preserved in Pāli, Tibetan, and Sanskrit. Special attention will be paid to material 

culture and textual evidence of everyday interactions across sectarian monastic communal boundaries. 

 

Domestic or Ascetic: The Pragmatics of Begging for Food as Female Monastics in the Early Indian 
Buddhist Monastery 

Nicholas Witkowski 

Nanyang Technological University, Singapore 

By and large, ancient Indian textual traditions were not sympathetic to the idea of women—whose bodies were viewed a vessels 
of domesticity—engaging in the ascetic lifestyle of the renouncer (śramaṇa) religions. Nonetheless, within Indian Buddhist 
literatures, we have examples of women who actively sought spiritual flourishing as female monastics (bhikṣuṇī) within the 
Buddhist Order (saṃgha). While the Indian Buddhist tradition permitted women to renounce the householder life, in accordance 
with broader social imperatives, the rules for Buddhist monastic behavior (Skt. Vinaya) curtail the participation of female 
monastics in the daily ascetic practices in the saṃgha, thus re-inscribing many of the domestic conditions of the household within 
the Buddhist nunnery. In this paper, I will focus on one such ascetic practice, namely the everyday practice of begging for one’s 
sustenance (piṇḍapāta). This practice, though integral to the identity of a Buddhist renouncer, was, rather paradoxically, 
discouraged by Buddhist authorities among female monastics, because it meant exposure of the female body to the public gaze. 
As piṇḍapāta was essential to the practice of a Buddhist monastic, attempts to prevent female monastics from undertaking this 
practice undermined their capacity to flourish spiritually. In this paper, I will discuss Vinaya narratives, in which female monastics 
navigate, challenge, and subvert legal and cultural norms, in order to practice the everyday asceticism of begging for food. 

 

The Lama is in the Bar: crazy ascetics and their royal foils in early Tibetan Buddhism 

Lewis Doney 

NTNU Trondheim, Norway 

Evidence suggests that the Tibetan imperial court (c. 600–850 CE) were especially wary of giving authority to the higher tantric 
practices such as Mahāyoga. After the fall of the empire, though, tantric Buddhism spread increasingly at a local level across the 
Tibetan plateau and wider in Central Asia. This led to both the increased popularity of Tibetan masters as tantric practitioners, 
as well as a feeling in some quarters that Buddhism had thereby become degraded, which would lead to a decline in the Dharma 
as a whole. The masters depicted on both sides of this argument are not ideal ascetics living far from society, but very human 
agents in the thick of it. A telling tenth-century Central Asian colloquy suggests that some Tibetan vajra masters were both 
sought-after and badly behaved—even prone to drunkenness. In later Tibetan literature, however, such practices were valorised 
in line with an important genre of tantric Buddhist narrative now entering Tibet: the biographies of the 84 Mahāsiddhas (Greatly 
Accomplished Masters).  

One of the most popular of these Mahāsiddhas is named Virūpa. Born in an Indic royal family, he then practices the 
Cakrasaṃvara Tantra and gains siddhis, magical abilities, that prove his high spiritual attainments. He also begins frequenting 
pubs and brothels, which shocks everyone but is part of his new status as a “crazy saint” who rejects and so transcends social 
morals. In this presentation, I shall trace literary topoi from the 84 Mahāsiddhas’ biographies as they are adapted and attributed 
to royal, monastic and lay Buddhist practitioners (both Indic and Tibetan). Early Tibetan Buddhist literature thereby also crosses 
and re-crosses the “border” between South and Central Asia. Increasingly, these narratives serve to eclipse the royal figures 
with religious masters, ushering in a new model of society with the “crazy saint” at its heart. 

 
 
  



S010: Teaching Christianity in the Jewish State 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 129 

Session Chair: Orit Ramon 

Christianity, which spread in the 1st century CE from within the Jewish world, viewed itself as replacing Judaism, whose role in 
history ended with the revelation described in the New Testament. Christian theology sanctified, among others, the Hebrew 

Bible as the basis of holy scripture, the Land of Israel as the Holy Land, and Jerusalem as the holy city and a pilgrimage site. 
The shared historical and ideological platform of Judaism and Christianity, while creating similarity between the faiths, also 
spawned the theological debate between them, in the shadow of which Jews in Europe lived as a minority alongside the 

Christian majority. The relations between Jews and Christians and the inevitable contact between them, including exposure to 
each other’s values and lifestyle, contributed to the construct of the notable identity of each of the societies. Great 

importance—both in terms of Christian theology as proof of Christianity’s justification, and in the construct of Jewish identity as 
a persecuted group—was attributed to the Jews’ oppressed condition in exile. 

One could assume that in the second half of the 20th century, with the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, the 
assumption of Israeli control of holy sites in Jerusalem after the Six-Day War (1967), and with Christians in Israel being a tiny 
minority, the role of Jewish-Christian polemics in Israelis’ approach to Christians and Christianity would wane. In fact, Israel’s 

Jewish citizens have not shed the historical image of Christianity and the Christian world as a competing and even threatening 
entity. 

Therefore, the discussion in the proposed session will focus on the Jewish-Israeli images of Christians and Christianity, as 
presented to Israeli pupils, soldiers, and students in the various stages of the Israeli education process. The papers will offer 

an analysis of Jewish-Israeli state schools’ textbooks; an analysis of interviews with teachers; an analysis of army educational 
programs; and an analysis of students' attitudes towards the studying of Christianity in higher education in Israel - all the while 

attempting to address the image of Christianity and Christians as represented in these contexts. The contributors to the 
session believe that a systematic presentation of the ways in which Christians and Christianity are mediated to young Israelis 

can shed light on Jewish-Christian relations today as well as on the means in which Jewish-Israeli identity is being constructed. 

 

"Jesus was a Jew": Presenting Christians and Christianity in Israeli School-Textbooks 

Orit Ramon 

The Open University of Israel, Israel 

Researching textbooks is part of the study of curricular history, which aims to document and interpret how selected knowledge 
and beliefs are organized and transmitted by social groups via education in a given period. Curricular history is based on the 
assumption that this transmission reflects what is believed important to preserve and convey methodically to the next generation, 
even if it lies in the realm of compromise between various trends in the society. Such knowledge and beliefs are most often 
mediated to pupils and teachers through textbooks. 

Since historically, Jewish exposure to Christian values and lifestyle, contributed to the construct of a notable Jewish identity, this 
study aims at examining the role of Jewish-Christian relations in the construct of a notable Jewish-Israeli identity via an 
examination of Israeli textbooks' approach to Christians and Christianity in general and the image of Jesus thereto in particular. 

This presentation is based on a study of main issues in the portrayal of Jesus in Jewish-Israeli textbooks, using an analysis of 
excerpts on this topic that were or are found in textbooks used in various schools and for various school subjects. This was done 
in an attempt to elucidate how Jesus was, and still is, portrayed as well as to examine the changes in his portrayals in Israeli 
textbooks. The positioning and nature of these portrayals in textbooks and the concomitant structuring of pupils’ socialization 
and acculturation will serve to identify trends in the shaping of Israeli Jewish pupils’ identities. 

 

In Teaching Christianity, I learned what it means to be a Jew: Israeli teachers' monologues 

Ines Gabel 

The Open University, Israel 

Christianity is part of the curricula in Israeli public schools and yet most Israeli pupils are very narrowly exposed to Christian 
theology or history. In this study we interviewed 20 teachers working in secular as well as in religious schools, that decided to 
teach this subject more thoroughly, in spite of significant resistance expressed by pupils, parents and even school principles. 
Our aim was to explore their stance regarding the ways in which teaching Christianity can enrich pupils. Two main incentives for 
teaching Christianity were manifested in the interviews. First, teaching Christian theology and history is considered crucial in 
order to expose pupils to Western culture. Teachers expressed the cultural-political perspective that characterizes the Zionist 
movement addressing European culture as central and thus positioning Israel in the Western context rather than in the Middle 
East. Second, teachers refer to Christianity as the “other” and as such it is a tool in the construction of pupils' identities as Israelis 
and as Jews. Some teachers testified they teach Christianity in order to enforce pluralistic values and encouraged their pupils to 
develop tolerance towards more threatening “others”, including the Arab minority. On the other hand, others teach Christianity 
in order to enhance the particular Jewish identity of their pupils and in fact isolate them from cultural or social contact with 
minorities. Therefore, portraying the Christians as “others” may deepen prejudice against minorities while reinforcing the 
hegemonic Jewish self-perception as weak and eternal victims.  

 

Educating Soldiers- Encounters with Christianity in educational programs for the Israeli Army (IDF) 

Hana Bendcowsky 

Rossing Center for Education and Dialogue, Israel 

In 1949 when the Israeli Parliament established the Israel Defense Force (IDF) as a standing army, the first Prime Minister David 
Ben Gurion explained that he sees the army as responsible not only for defending the young state but also “to form a pioneering 
nation, fighting and creative, proud, heroic, with a vision.” Based on that idea, the Education and Youth Corp was established as 
a unit in the army in order to educate young Israelis, coming from a "melting pot" of new and old immigrants, regarding the 
language, history, heritage and culture of the new-born country. 



Within the Education Corp, geographic units were developed to focus on leading tours and programs that were designed to 
strengthen the soldiers’ connection to the Land and its people. These geographic units guide tens of thousands of soldiers every 
year in programs that range from a one-day tour to a full week, and in which the soldiers are obliged to participate as part of their 
training or their unit’s cultural activities. 

The tours are designed by the different geographic units and few include topics such as Christianity, Christians in Israeli society 
and the Christian Holy Places. There are unique challenges for Israeli-Jews to deal with, when they address Christianity: 
theological problems, the relations between the religions in the past, the common scriptures, just to mention few. 

In my research, I examine the curriculum of the 3 geographical units who include these topics in their curriculum - Jerusalem, 
the Galilee and Judea and Samaria. I present the motivation of army institutions to include these topics, the context, content and 
the reactions of the soldiers to them, as well as the changes in these curriculums in recent years. Many of the changes reflect 
changes in Israeli-Jewish society and its relations toward Christians and Christianity. 

 

Teaching Christianity in Higher Education: a personal perspective 

Sharon Roubach 

Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel 

In Israel there are 65 higher education academic institutions, and only in a few of them can courses devoted to Christianity be 
found. Courses on Christianity are usually taught within the framework of European history or the History of the Land of Israel; 
very few belong to a program of Religious Studies. 

Christianity plays a crucial, yet problematic, role in the history of both the Jewish People and the Land of Israel. The way Israelis 
view Christians and Christianity is marked mainly by the historical memory of Christian antisemitism, which brought about 
different forms of persecution of the Jews in Europe, and the bloody history of the Crusaders in the Holy Land. This view is often 
accentuated by the fact that Judaism does not regard Christianity as an altogether monotheistic religion, and most rabbis forbid 
the reading of the New Testament or entering Churches. Therefore, young Israelis arriving at colleges and universities usually 
know very little about Christianity, and yet their ignorance is often colored by feelings of fear and disdain. 

In this paper I would like to examine the challenge of teaching Christianity in Israeli higher education by focusing on the lecturers. 
My proposition is that the personal biography of Jewish Israeli lecturers who teach Christianity in Israeli colleges and universities 
is highly influential to the way they teach: the context in which they teach Christianity, the curriculum of their courses, and the 
emotional attitude passed on to their students. In order to examine this proposition I will offer the story of three Jewish Israeli 
lecturers, who teach Christianity in higher education. I will show how although they have many common personal traits: gender, 
age group, political affiliation, area of residence, their personal background and the history of their families heavily influences the 
way in which they teach Christianity. 

 
  



S012: Paranormal as a Category in Science-Religion Debate 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 106 

Session Chair: Kristel Kivari 

Paranormal is an ambiguous and open category for contemporary discussion on the supernatural. Despite parallel and 
overlapping concepts, the category of paranormal contrasts to the normal, natural and known level of reality. Various 

encounters with poltergeists, UFOs, ghosts and anomalous natural phenomena are woven into the web of arguments which, in 
active meaning-making processes, aim to form the political agenda in the secular-scientific intellectual field.  

Rooted in the research into psychic phenomena, ufology, dowsing and spiritualism, the paranormal bears the ideals of a 
scientific pursuit within cultural and religious field. The aim of the paranormal is to extract solid knowledge out of different 

details and experiences using alternative concepts which bridge different sources. In doing so, and often armed with sharp 
cultural criticism, advocates support an enchanted worldview where natural and self-evident rules can be broken by an 

unknown agent, giving additional meaning to morality and other subjective categories. The political background of paranormal 
research involves questioning the openness and ethics of the scientific and technological economy in which we live, and raise 

the question of conspiracies and concealed collaborations within the centres of global power.  
In these discussions the human experience has been brought to the centre, because other folkloric notions about the 

supernatural encounters in the individual’s life could give an additional source of authority, validation or further enquiry. In 
discussion of the paranormal individual experience works as the problem, as the source and as the active means of 

participation at three levels: 1) the supernatural experience in the naturalistic worldview; 2) the supernatural experience as the 
source of existential meaning-making; 3) the supernatural experience as means of participation and communication. 

Examining and theorising the places of supernatural encounters unites the participants into a web of communication between 
different stories, places, practices and authorities. 

 

Divulgating NDEs: how individual experiences become matters of proof for spiritual domain 

Michele Tita 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

The expression “Near Death Experience” (or, in brief, NDE) refers to an intriguing phenomenon experienced by individuals who 
could survive after being declared clinically dead. Indeed, many of those people have reported some memories of their clinical 
death, all surprisingly similar one to each other and all regarding the encounter with a supernatural realm; despite few negative 
experiences, the majority of NDEs are remembered and told as positive and life-changing moments, which bring people to re-
discuss the role of religion and spirituality in their own existence. 

The phenomenon has become interesting for plenty of scholars in the framework of medicine, psychiatry and psychology since 
the last century: many are indeed researching about the physiological nature of these experiences. However, analysing NDEs 
from the perspective of religious studies, anthropology and folkloristics, it is not possible to relate them to any kind of objective 
reality regarding the body or a spiritual domain. On the other hand, it would be interesting to approach the phenomenon as a 
memorate (Honko, 1964)[1], as the tale of the personal experience of contact with paranormal objects and dimensions, divulgated 
with a precise purpose. In this presentation, I will hence discuss how NDEs are generally told to demonstrate the objective 
existence of an after-death domain and to enforce publicly the necessity of spirituality and religion in the West, criticising at the 
same time the cultural perception and role of modernity and science. Some examples of NDE memorates from media (mostly 
the internet) will be used accordingly. 

 
 

[1] Honko L., Memorates and the Study of Folk Belief, from Journal of the Folklore Institute, Indiana University Press, 1964. 

 

Exorcism and diabolical imaginary in Brazil: supernatural discursivities, empowerment and existential 
strategies (1859-1933) 

Tiago Pires 

PhD Candidate - University of Campinas, Brazil 

The purpose of this essay is to understand how and why exorcisms were practiced in the Archdiocese of Mariana, Brazil, and 
how that procedure was connected to the cultural, religious and social imaginary of that society. To accomplish this goal, we will 
analyze a case study about a Brazilian exorcist, Monsignor José Silvério Horta (1859-1933), during a time period in which 
exorcism was not a customary practice among Church members. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Catholic Church 
in Brazil had to face with various difficulties caused by the secularization of society and the loss of the public church’s legitimacy. 
The Brazilian nation had also opened its doors to new religions (like American Protestantism and Spiritism), thus giving way to 
a religious “competition”, albeit Catholicism remained an influent institution. In the Archdiocese of Mariana, the population of 
Minas Gerais suffered several periods of hardship due to economic difficulties and epidemic diseases. As a consequence, 
individuals expanded their search for cures. Exorcism was provided to deal with some of these social demands and to provide 
“spiritual cures” to a population that was living in a moment of “weak believing”, as well as an instrument to reinforce the 
institutional power and legitimacy of Catholicism.  

 

Rifts and faults on the landscape, supernatural and debate over paranormal 

Kristel Kivari 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

In the debates over sites of encounters with the paranormal phenomena a special attention is paid to several natural features of 
the landscape. Big boulders as well as rifts and faults on the ground have been under special attention to the enthusiasts 
investigating Earth energies and supernatural qualities of the natural environment. 



The presentation introduces several vernacular theories about the role of the ground relief that weave together personal stories 
on the supernatural and making sense of the natural holy sites. This approach underlines the concealed qualities of the human 
body and brings up the enchanted nature of environment. 

The study is based on the participation on the activities of the dowsing enthusiasts and related groups in Estonia. Vernacular 
theories give a good dialogue to the ecosemiotic approach, but also illustrate how the experiences, stories and concepts link the 
natural environment with the supernatural, spiritual or religious. 

 
  



S020: Shifting Ontologies and Religious Meaning Systems’ Processing: 
Practical Events and Mental Fallout 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Senate Hall 
Session Chair: Giuseppina Paola Viscardi 

The study of religion is by its nature and by its history multi-disciplinary. The contribution of new research paradigms such as 
cognitive, evolutionary, and experimental approaches in the study of religion have called attention to a much neglected but 

certainly fundamental aspect of human culture – the mind. Recent work in cognitive psychology applied to religion, especially 
that of Pascal Boyer (Religion Explained: Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought, New York 2001) and Scott Atran (In Gods 

We Trust: The Evolutionary Landscape of Religion, New York 2003) – both strongly influenced by Dan Sperber (Le 
symbolisme en général [1974], Explaining Culture [1996], Metarepresentations [2000]) – has made a strong case for the claim 
that practices which, bundled together, have come to be classified as “religious”, can be explained in terms of human (mind) 
evolution. In cognitive perspective, the building of religious concepts requires mental systems and all sort of specific human 

capacities (such as intuitiveness, or the tendency to attend to counterintuitive concepts). We can explain religion by describing 
how these various capacities get recruited, how they contribute to the features of religion, with particular reference to the 
human capacity to represent agency and ontological shifting into the environment, or, in other terms, «to generate meta-

representations, to engage in meta-cognition» (G. Benavides, Meta-representations, labor and the rise of religion, it. transl. 
2013). 

According to Clifford Geertz (The Interpretation of Cultures, New York 1977), as social meaning-making creatures, humans 
have not only the capacity but also the compulsion to create webs of complex meaning that we call “culture”. In fact, as Mary 
Douglas points out, humans are natural ontologists (Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology, London & New York 2003). 

Hence, categorization and classification are crucial to understand the human realm of meaning and meaning-making. Even 
more importantly, the human capacity to represent agency and ontological shifting into the environment causes humans to 

react quite strongly to any agent/object that causes ontologies to blur or even collapse. The means by which humans explain 
such emotional or functional reactions (to the blurring of the ontology) requires cultural semantic meaning and meaning-making 

processes. 
Therefore, we take ontology to be a shifting, historically contingent, open-ended and multidirectional relational matrix for 

identifying subjects, their agency, creativity, mutual relations, states of being and classes of experience which permits the 
sudden, simultaneous emergence of new values. Specifically, we refer to the generative relationship between creative acts and 

contradictory ontological principles. What are the qualities of those clashing values during moments of doubt? What is the 
relationship between stable discursive genres and the creative contexts where actors cast ontological relations into doubt and 
sometimes reformulate them? The main goal of this session proposal is to analyze ethnographic examples of ritual, art, and 

politics showing how ontologies are the product of ongoing internal criticism in specific historical conjunctures. 

 

Religion as a culturo-immunological system 

Jesper Sørensen 

Aarhus Univesity, Denmark 

Discussions and disputes about the reality, role and importance of analytic constructs such as ‘world-view’, ‘religious tradition’, 
or ‘culture’ seem endemic to the academic study of religion. Informed by critiques raised from both cognitive and postmodern 
approaches stressing the historicity and strategic dimension of such generalizations, most academics today regard these 
concepts as problematic, even if we, hesitantly and with reduced certainty, continue to employ them and thereby inhibits a 
potential disintegration of our field of inquiry. Evidently, such concepts are idealizations hard to do without, functioning as they 
do, as means to capture and direct attention towards apparent conceptual and behavioral continuities. But how do we model 
these local stabilities without falling into the trap of reification and social and conceptual determinism? Taking its point of 
departure in the so-called “epidemiology of representations” proposed by Dan Sperber, this presentation will first hypothesize an 
understanding of religion as an example of an (emerging) “culturo-immunological” system, that regulates boundaries of human 
cooperative and communicative units. As clusters of mutually interdependent cultural models and behaviors, culturo-
immunological systems are local stabilities that enhance predictability of both communication and behavior between individual 
cognizing agents within its boundary, while simultaneously enabling both gradual change and more radical innovations. Culturo-
immunological systems thus play a significant role in the emergence of attractor positions guiding cultural evolution. Further, it 
will be argued that religious concepts tendentially change level of functioning through the emergence of specialized brands of 
religious guilds and institutions based on specialized discourse. The historical development of particular religious traditions thus 
exposes an inherent tension between a context-distant, specialized and homogenized religious discourse, on the one hand, and 
a context-near instrumental, and often ritualized, embedding of concepts and practices within local pragmatic endeavors. 

 

An indigenous Central Eurasian belief and ontological categorization system: The totemic marriage 
between the hunter and the wild reindeer doe 

Attila Mátéffy 

University of Bonn, Germany 

This paper deals with the ontological link between a Central Eurasian heroic epic tradition (deer chasing motive sequence; ATU 
401), and certain shamanic (Evenki; Hamayon, Vitebsky) and calendric (Moldavian Csango) rituals (rites of passage) which 
came to existence from the embodied human experience. One can find this common logic among every indigenous Central 
Eurasian population, including the Mongolic, Tungusic and Turkic peoples. This time enduring cognitive symbol system was 
based on environmental perception, pre-linguistic image schemas and their embodiment in the cognition of early hunter-
gatherers and their pastoral nomad descendants. Among the population of the Taiga region since the Neolithic Age, the primary 
source of nutrition was the hunting of wild reindeer, and this circumstance has been reflected by the rock carvings on the riverside 
of Amur, Angara, Tom and other rivers in South Siberia and by the oral narratives and rituals. 

The concept (mental representation) of this archaic oral and ritual tradition, belief and ontological categorization system is always 
the metaphorical connection between hunting and marriage (of a male hunter and a wild reindeer doe, the Mother of animals), 
consequently the fertility of the community and the wild animal population. This shamanistic and totemic belief has survived in 
some world religions (Buddhism, Islam, Christianity) and it was adopted as a communal ritual, in which, as maintained by the 



Roman Catholic Moldavian Csango folk traditions, one performer wears a deer costume and the other members lead it into a 
dance and sell it as a bride in the wedding. 

The paper is based on the theories of the cognitive science of religion (Boyer, Gallagher), cognitive (Rosch, Sperber) and 
environmental psychology (Gibson), ontology (Descola, Pedersen, Viveiros de Castro, Willerslev), epic studies, as well as on 
recent field works in a Moldavian Csango village, Arini, Bacău County, Romania (2015, 2016). 

 

We are what we represent. Shifting ontologies and construction of meanings in the iconography of the 
horse in the Gallo-Roman culture 

Francesco Amatruda 

University of Salerno, Italy 

The human cultural production always used images as the main communication channel in order to convey simple and complex 
messages to a community that shares the same cultural background with the producer of the figure. In any defined cultural 
landscape, the images have an almost unequivocal meaning for the symbols represented in the arts. As for the language, even 
images are subjects to translation when reached by exponents of a different culture. Translating means betraying, and to decode 
an image means to change, even if not completely, its meaning. 

An iconographic theme can be analyzed by its function, and the image of the horse has had many functions because this animal 
was widespread throughout the whole Mediterranean area, and used by many cultures to represent different things. The 
iconographic theme of the horse is often found in association with female deities representing the generative and destructive 
forces of nature: one feeds humans, the other is wild and untamed and a source of fear. 

My paper proposes to analyze the evolution of the iconographic theme of the horse in the Gaulish area from the Celtic period to 
the Gallo-Roman, focusing on the Epona’s figure that in different phases of her diffusion represented the generative force of 
nature and the destructive one of war. Through the comparison between Epona and other goddesses of the roman world bound 
with the horses, such as Demetra and Isis, and by comparing the functions and the environment of their horse images, I will try 
to define which values these images acquired and how they evolved in the perception of different communities. 

 

Ontological aspects of forms of incorporação (embodiment) in Afro-Brazilian cults compared with the 
tarantism as conceived by E. de Martino 

Márcia Maria Enéas Costa1, Giovanni Casadio2 
1Universidade Federal da Paraíba - UFPB, Brazil; 2Università degli Studi di Salerno - UNISA 

The Orixás are the spirits of deified African ancestors who, during their stay on Earth, and of atmospheric events and nature in 
their animal, vegetable and mineral manifestations, as well as human practices such as agriculture, fishing, war, etc. Each one 
of them has a symbolic aspect around which, due to the interdiction of the cult practiced by the African slaves, a syncretist 
acculturation was created on the basis of which each orishá was assimilated to a saint of the catholic religion. For this reason, 
to watch in Brazil - in an environment called terreiro - a ritual of candomblé in homage to one of the several Orixás is an 
experience that can annoy those who are not familiar with this religious form. Therefore, in addition to those aspects that in a 
Western vision may seem only folklore, the attitude that most intrigues the spectators in the ceremony is undoubtedly the moment 
or the several moments in which some ritual actors go through a process of incorporation of a spiritual entity, who is an Orixá 
who has the body of an adept ready to receive him. Our research aims to analyze the process in which the representation of a 
new ontological reality is given by a subject that until then presented itself in other aspects. We will try to understand the reasons 
for this religious ontological transposition and for what circumstances this otherness was expressed in its most varied forms. We 
also propose a comparison of the characteristic of incorporating these rituals with Tarantism, as described by the anthropologist 
E. De Martino in his book The Land of Remorse, in particular of the states of trance that occur both during the musical exorcism 
to which the tarantati are the themes and the Afro-Brazilian rituals marked by similar incessant percussion rhythms. 

 
  



S023: Book Forum - Robert Yelle "Sovereignty and the Sacred: Secularism 
and the Political Economy of Religion" 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 128 
Session Chair: Robert Yelle 

Sovereignty and the Sacred challenges contemporary models of polity and economy through a two-step engagement with the 
history of religions. Beginning with the recognition of the convergence in the history of European political theology between the 

sacred and the sovereign as creating “states of exception”—that is, moments of rupture in the normative order that, by 
transcending this order, are capable of re-founding or remaking it—Robert A. Yelle identifies our secular, capitalist system as 

an attempt to exclude such moments by subordinating them to the calculability of laws and markets. The second step marshals 
evidence from history and anthropology that helps us to recognize the contribution of such states of exception to ethical life, as 

a means of release from the legal or economic order. Yelle draws on evidence from the Hebrew Bible to English deism, and 
from the Aztecs to ancient India, to develop a theory of polity that finds a place and a purpose for those aspects of religion that 

are often marginalized and dismissed as irrational by Enlightenment liberalism and utilitarianism. Sovereignty and the 
Sacred offers a new theory of religion while suggesting alternative ways of organizing our political and economic life. By 

rethinking the transcendent foundations and liberating potential of both religion and politics, Yelle points to more hopeful and 
ethical modes of collective life based on egalitarianism and popular sovereignty. Deliberately countering the narrowness of 
currently dominant economic, political, and legal theories, he demonstrates the potential of a revived history of religions to 

contribute to a rethinking of the foundations of our political and social order. 

Each of the panelists will be free to respond to the argument of the book in the manner she or he regards as most relevant. 
Consistent with this principle, each will also comment on a particular aspect of the book: 

Ulrich Berner will comment from the perspective of comparative religion on the theory of the sacred presented in the book. 

Anne Koch will comment from the perspective of the economics of religion on the argument presented in the book against 
rational-choice and utilitarian theories of religion. 

Helmut Zander will comment from the perspective of the European history of religions on the theory of secularization presented 
in the book.  

 

Sovereignty and the Sacred 

Rudolf Ulrich Berner 

University of Bayreuth, Germany 

Ulrich Berner will comment from a comparative religion perspective on the theory of the sacred presented in the book by Robert 
Yelle. 

 

The Latching of Religious Anarchy in the Field of Politics. Perspectives from the History of Religions in 
Europe 

Helmut Zander 

Université de Fribourg, Switzerland 

Helmut Zander will comment from the perspective of the European History of Religion on the theory of secularisation presented 
in the book and its consequences for “states of exception” in the "ordre politique". 

 

Respondent, book panel on R. Yelle, "Sovereignty and the Sacred" 

Robert Yelle 

LMU Munich, Germany 

I will be responding as author on an author-meets-reader book panel on Robert Yelle, Sovereignty and the Sacred: Secularism 
and the Political Economy of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019).  

 
  



S025A: Distance and Closeness. Areas of Religious Discourses I 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 227 

Session Chair: Anna Gomóła 
Session Chair: Kamila Gęsikowska 

The presented two-part session is an interdisciplinary proposal. Representatives of various academic disciplines (such as 
religious studies, culturology, literary studies, and linguistics), will be discussing the problem of distance and closeness in 

religious discourses, the ways, forms, and purposes of their expression, as well as the functions they serve in various cultural 
formations. A vast and multiperspective understanding of distance and closeness will be adapted. A reflection on them will be 

applied in the context of time and space, differences – i.a. ethnical and classes, as well as in the human–God relation. The 
research materials used by the authors consist of texts that are considered to be sacred, religious poetry, materials gathered 
during fieldwork, and theoretical reflection derived from the religious studies. The papers were chosen in a way that allows 

depiction of the diverse spectrum of possible cases. 

The first part of the session will begin with a paper presenting the topic of religious language in the context of distance-
closeness relation, invoking the concept of religious language as presented by Kamilla Termińska (author of the paper: Anna 
Gomóła). The next paper will be dedicated to the ways of depicting the self and alien categories, primarily in the context of 

space, ethnicity and religion based on the linguistic material from chosen books of the Tanach (authors: Kamila Gęsikowska, 
Anna Zaczkowska). The paper dwelling on the religiosity of the 17th and 18th century Polish nobility shall present the means of 
eliminating the distance within the human–God relation, through presenting that which is godly, distant and hard to understand 

to that which is close, concrete, connected to the customs of the epoch (author: Ewa Kosowska). Relation human–God in 
poems of Tadeusz Kijonka, modern Silesina author, connected to the specific tension between that which is perceived as 

distant and close will be the subject of a paper closing the first part of the session (author: Ewa Bartos). 

 

Distance and closeness in the perspective of Kamilla Termińska's religious language concept 

Anna Gomóła 

University of Silesia, Faculty of Philology, Poland 

Session dedicated to the language of religion will be opened with an explanation of Kamilla Termińska’s concept featured in her 
study Język religii i składnia semantyczna [The Religious Language and Semantic Syntax] („Prace Naukowe Uniwersytetu 
Śląskiego w Katowicach. Prace Językoznawcze” 1991, vol. 19). While denoting three areas, religion, religiousness, and theology, 
Termińska presents three ideal types of communication. The first type, described as the “Word of God” is the language of 
communication attributed to God/godly beings, the second type, “Word toward God” is the language of prayers (individual and 
collective), and the last type, the theological language, is the “Word about God.” The author is aware that despite marking the 
types, “the actual texts go beyond them, intersecting with their ranges.” Within the paper will be pondered potential effects of 
such connections, and particular cases will be depicted. I will also ponder on whether the language of religion is exhausted by 
the texts that primarily refer to God/gods, or if the language of religion is also created by statements which (referring to 
transcendence) are foremost a way of depicting of the images of God and an interpretation of his orders. The second type is a 
basis for the religious dialogue, or, not only, religious disputes within a group or between groups of people in communities that 
built their identities through a particular religious denomination. From this perspective will be asked a question on what are the 
possibilities and ways of expressing the closeness and distance in vertical relations (human-God) and horizontal relations 
(between the believers of a religion or particular religious segment within a religion, as well as between the believers of various 
religious denominations, or various segment of a religion). 

 

Self, Other, and Alien – on distance and closeness in Leviticus Chapter 24 

Kamila Gęsikowska, Anna Zaczkowska 

University of Silesia, Faculty of Philology, Poland 

The self–other category, established on the English-speaking academic ground, tends to describe relations between people (or 
groups of people) in rather neutral terms. While denoting a basic opposition (as in “I”, opposed to “you”, or “us”, opposed to 
“them”), it does not necessarily signalise the level of familiarity or foreignness, nor suggests whether the other is evaluated 
positively or negatively. Therefore, it can be regarded as an ethic category, whereas the terms and potential oppositions created 
by them, used within particular cultures, can be regarded as emic (as proposed by M. Harris), often built on the opposition of that 
which is familiar or kindred to that which is alien or foreign. 

A specific historical and cultural background of Judaism had a profound impact on the terms (often highly emotionally charged) 
used in Tanakh that describe the relations between the Israelites and others, based on the feeling of closeness and distance, 
such as: ayab ָאיַב (other that is hated, enemy), nokri ָנְכִרי (foreigner, stranger, alien, non-relative), am ַעם (people belonging to 
one’s nation, tribe). However, an interesting relation is described in Leviticus chapter 24, where we find that the laws of YHWH 
are to be obeyed by both natives and sojourners. The word ezrach ֶאְזָרח (native, the one who rose) does not form an opposition 
to the word ger גֵּר (a sojourner, connected with both travelling and staying in one place for some time). Instead, they can be 
regarded as being alike (by e.g. obeying same law) and unlike (ger is a non-native). Both are however connected with movement 
and dwelling. 

By performing an anthropological structural analysis based on the root words of chosen terms, we examine the relations of 
distance and closeness present in Tanakh. 

 

How to bring closer that which is unavailable thorough sensual cognition? On the religiosity of the 17th 
and 18th century Polish nobility 

Ewa Kosowska 

University of Silesia/Faculty of Philology, Poland 

Research on the Polish nobility’s religiosity has been carried out from at least 19th century, but the results are known primarily to 
specialists. Popular since counterreformation time’s stereotype of Polish-Catholic is firmly rooted in the social consciousness, 
and its verification or modification is not in the interest of the Polish Church nor the believers themselves. After the 1945 



historians, Janusz Tazbir among them, undertook an analysis of the Polish nobility’s religiosity model. While depicting the Polish 
nobility as a social formation having the most profound impact on the country’s shape, Tazbir gave attention to the problem of 
religious behaviour manifestations. He researched those through archival materials: memoirs and private correspondence of the 
nobility. Materials that kept distinctive for that period language forms were found. Tazbir kept an ironic distance towards many 
phenomena of the Polish religious life of that time. In his opinion an average representant of the nobility employed a set of 
religious images known to them from an observation of everyday life. Fearing the accusation of heresy, they did not enter the 
sphere of complicated religious discourses, undertake reflection on the basic dogmas, or search for the right way of their 
presentation. Matters connected to the area unavailable thorough sensual cognition were presented through simplified images 
constructed on the basis of experience and observation of the surrounding reality. E.g. the images of heaven and hell were 
dominated by objects and ways of behaviour known from observation, although heaven was filled with beautiful and precious 
objects, whereas hell resembled a chamber of tortures. Similar images with slight local modifications were typical for almost all 
of the Christianity. Therefore a reflection on the genesis of the discrepancy between the naivety of those images, simplicity of 
their representation, and complex ways of conduction of most theological discourses would be of value.  

 

Dialogue between human and God – on closeness and distance in Tadeusz Kijonka’s poetry 

Ewa Bartos 

University of Silesia, Faculty of Philology, Poland 

While commenting on Tadeusz Kijonka’s poetry, Marian Kisiel wrote: “In this poetry many references to God can be noted. 
Humanised, intimate, very personal. God is discussed in an appropriate way: quietly, humanly, and with respect to own 
sensitivity.” Within the paper Dialogue between human and God – on closeness and distance in Tadeusz Kijonka’s poetry an 
attempt of analysis and interpretation of the approaches the author takes in his poetic vision while intertwining the thought about 
God and human will be undertaken. Kijonka feels the constant presence of death and is aware that each day brings human 
closer to their end. The poet employs metaphysical reflection while pondering on the place of human being in the world created 
by God. An analysis and interpretation of particular poems will allow depiction of the process of poetic discourse between God 
and a human being. 

 
  



S030: Ancient Near Eastern Text as a Source for Tracking Change 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 230 

Session Chair: Urmas Nõmmik 

Ideological and religious texts have always had a strong message - whether it is pronouncing the legitimacy of a new strong 
king, praising the power of a deity or both. However, besides their main message, the authors bound a lot into these texts that 

give clues about the lives they lived - social context and value systems, scribal culture, style and literary features to name a 
few. Texts like the Hebrew bible or Codex Hammurapi also give us a glimpse of the changes in values and attitudes that have 

occurred in the Middle-Eastern context. 
This session focuses on models and methods for investigating evidence of social and/or religious change in ideological and 

religious texts. Questions that will be in the foreground for the papers on this panel: How are social/religious changes reflected 
in the text, are there changes that themselves account for the emergence of texts, what methods/tools should we use to 

validate information we’ve gained from texts? 

 

Sirius and drought 

Vladimir Emelianov 

St-Petersburg State University, Russian Federation 

The paper will discuss the stadial changes in the myth of the struggle between Sirius and Drought according to Mesopotamian, 
Egyptian and Persian sources, in which the star Sirius is inscribed as a fighter with summer drought. Special attention is paid to 
the myth of Sirius-shooter and the Babylonian name of Sirius “Arrow”. It was determined that in astronomy of ancient 
Mesopotamia, the name of the star “Arrow” was associated with the epic of Ninurta and Anzu, in which Ninurta deathly hits the 
villain with an arrow, and could not appear earlier than the Old Babylonian period. On the basis of all the data considered, an 
extrapolation of the Ninurta-Sirius mythology to the Sumerian sources of the end of the 3rd millennium BC was carried out. In 
particular, it is shown that the “Barton Cylinder” (XXIII century) and Cylinder A of Gudea (XXII century) described the same 
summer drought, from which the city of Lagash was saved by the hero Ningirsu (the local name for Ninurta), who brought the 
north wind to Sumer. At the same time, rescue from drought in Cylinder A is connected with the construction of the temple of 
Eninnu, and Ningirsu notified the ruler about the start of construction by a star that has appeared in the sky. Since in the cuneiform 
texts of the 3rd millennium BC the names of the stars do not occur, it is quite possible that the star announcing the beginning of 
the construction of the temple that would save Lagash from drought was Sirius. In general, it can be said that the struggle 
between Sirius and Drought is not an occasional catastrophe, but an annual natural phenomenon recorded in the cultic calendars 
of the ancient Near East which falls on July/August. 

 

Poetical, Literary and Religious Motives in Early Arabic an-Nābiġa aḏ-Ḏubyānī’s poetry and Late Hebrew 
„Solomon’s“ Tradition 

Alice Vijard 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

King Solomon of Israel is known from the Old Testament as the son of king David and Bathsheba. 1st Kings book’s chapters 1 -
11 are about his life while texts in Biblical Hebrew language – Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon are attributed to him 
as well as the Odes of Solomon which are written in Old-Syrian, Coptic and Old Greek languages are either attributed or 
dedicated to him. Islamic world knows him as prophet Sulaymān. Solomon’s tradition has carried on from Judaistic and Christian 
tradition to Islam through Pre-Islamic folktales and poetry.  

Ziyād ibn Muʿāwiya from Dubyānī tribe, with nickname an-Nābīġa (“The Genius”) was one of most recognized Pre-Islamic poets, 
being active from 570 till 600. He was remarkably one of the first court poets, who possessed fluently not only high-rhetoric style, 
but as well bedouin poetry, and was well acquainted with his era’s Christian approach and doctrins. In his panegyric muʿallaqato 
king an-Nuʿmān ibn al-Munḏir Abū Qābūs III (580-602)he compares an-Nuʿmān with the king Salomon and in this way expresses 
his respect. Besides direct indication to king Solomon, we can define remarkably alike motives to the books attributed to king 
Solomon in his texts. My objective is to bring out and analyze those motives. The outcome will highlight how one literary and 
religious tradition has carried on through motives to other eras and shaped their environment and understanding. Thus I call their 
impact to an-Nābīġa poetry as Solomon’s tradition. 

To reveal similarities in motives and form, I use mainly Ronald Meynet’s rhetoric analysis method, supported by Urmas Nõmmik’s 
measure of defining parallelism. Primary sources of analyzed texts are qaṣīdas from an-Nābīġa’sdīwān and Biblia Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia, specifically texts of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon. Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych researches 
have been essential spring of my inspiration. 

 

Sargon and Naram-Sin in synchronous royal inscriptions - religious and ideological changes 

Iakov Kadochnikov 

Tartu University, Estonia 

In my presentation, I would like to discuss, what distinctions were in ideological and religious systems of Sargon of Agade and 
his grandson Narām-Sîn based on their royal inscriptions. 

The main questions are: 

1. Did Sargon of Agade innovate the tradition of kings’ representation in his royal inscriptions, or not? How did it correlate with 
ED period tradition? 

2. How did Narām-Sîn use his predecessor’s ideological and religious system in his own royal inscriptions? 

3. Can we trace, date and explain ideological changes within the corpus of Narām-Sîn’s royal inscriptions? 

4. How did deification of Narām-Sîn affect the attitude to other Mesopotamian gods, expressed in his royal inscriptions? 

5. How do Sargon’s and Narām-Sîn’s royal inscriptions correlate with each other? 



During the presentation, I would like to discuss such problems as legitimation of king’s status, ways of its expression in 
synchronous royal inscriptions, depiction of relations between kings and the realm of gods and usage of it in kings’ legitimation. 
To answer some questions, I will make comparison with ideological and religious models used in Mesopotamia in other periods 
(ED, Ur III, OB periods). 

 

Tracing Mesopotamian Religion through Early Islam: The case of Ibn al-Nadīm's Fihrist 

Imar Y. Koutchoukali 

University of Tartu 

In my paper I will explore the traces of Mesopotamian religion in the 10th century bibliographical Kitāb al-Fihrist. In this chapter, 
the author Ibn al-Nadīm provides a list of some 70 demonic names. Although many of these names are not immediately 
interpretable, several of them appear to be of both Semitic and Indo-European origin, including Greek, Persian, Hebrew, and 
Aramaic. Some of these names display considerable similarities with some of the demonic and angelic names encountered in 
earlier Mesopotamian religious texts, such as the (in)famous Aramaic-language bowl spells.  
The investigation of these names reveal particular cultural and linguistic developments in the period between Late Antiquity and 
Early Islam, and indicate how some aspects of pre-Islamic Mesopotamian religious culture were integrated in nascent Islam.  
Bibliography:  

Koutchoukali, I. (2017). “The Theophoric Element in al-Nadīm’s Fihrist”. In Romano-Arabica, 17, 18-29 

Hämeen-Anttila, J. (2002). Continuity of Pagan Religious Traditions in Tenth-Century Iraq. Melammu Symposia – Proceedings 
of the Third Annual Symposium of the Assyrian and Babylonian Intellectual Heritage Project, 3, 89–109. 

Shaked, S. (et al.) (2013). Aramaic Bowl Spells – Jewish Babylonian Aramaic Bowl Spells, Volume 1. 

 
  



S037B: Discursive Strategies and Ritual Practices: Inventions, Continuities, 
Ruptures (Tibetan Cases) 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 214 
Session Chair: Alevtina Solovyova 

This panel explores the religious dynamics in the Tibetan and Mongolian cultural regions, taking into account historical as well 
as present-day developments. The Buddhist traditions of Tibet and Mongolia have been so closely intertwined for many 

centuries that many scholars considered Mongolian Buddhism merely a copy of Tibetan Buddhism. On the other hand, Tibet 
has been studied as a homogenous Buddhist religious field, and the complex interweaving of indigenous and Buddhist 
religious practices has often been ignored. Such approaches neglected the many heterogenous voices that define the 

Mongolian and Tibetan religious fields, and combine indigenous, Buddhist, Bon, and other religious concepts and practices. 
This panel examines Tibetan and Mongolian discursive strategies and ritual practices in their changing political, social and 
economic contexts, paying special attention to the multiple interrelations between institutionalized and vernacular religious 

discourses and practices. Starting from a functional understanding of religion, which considers religion as a cultural strategy of 
dealing with contingency, and therefore as a necessarily fluid category, it explores intellectual discourses and everyday 

practices with a special focus on the innovations in the midst of continuity, as well as the ruptures and changes. The case 
studies presented in this panel aim to prepare the ground for more general conclusions about which aspects of religious 

traditions are more prone to changes and adaptations and which resist such transformation processes. 

 

Old and New Kadampas in 15th Century Tibet: The Case of the Gyama Tradition 

Volker Caumanns 

University of Bern, Switzerland 

The Gelug school - which rose to dominant denomination in the Tibetan 'Bodhisattva-cratic' state in the middle of the 17th century 
- took form in the 15th century, a period of severe political instability and increasing sectarian tensions between the different 
Buddhist traditions. One of the characteristic features of the Gelug school was the explicit reference, from the outset, to the old 
Kadam school, whose gradual approach to the Buddhist path occupies a central position in the doctrinal edifice of the Gelugpas 
ever since. By labelling themselves the "New Kadampas," the Gelug school underpinned its claim to be the legitimate inheritor 
of the "Old Kadam School." However, segments of these "Old Kadampas" continued to exist - mostly in the form of autonomous 
local traditions - until the 16th century, and were absorbed into the Gelug school only at the issue of a longer process. Against 
this backdrop, the question arises as to the dynamics of the interrelations between "Old" and "New Kadampas" in the 15th and 
16th centuries. 

In order to address this question, my paper focuses on one of these "Old Kadam" traditions. Situated in the principality of Gyama 
in Central Tibet, this tradition was closely connected to the local ruling family since its institutionalisation in the 12th century. In 
the 15th century, leading representatives of the tradition, such as the 16th hierarch of Gyama, Lodrö Gyaltsen (1402 - 1472), 
became attracted by the nascent Gelug school, with which they interacted in various ways. Basing myself on Lodrö Gyaltsen's 
extensive Collected Writings, I will explore the ways in which, on different levels, continuities, changes and ruptures shaped the 
transformation process that turned "Old" into "New Kadampas." 

 

Film: "A Bya rngon ritual in a Baima village (Sichuan, PRC)" 

Valentina Punzi 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Baima is a group of ten thousand people living in China's western provinces of Gansu and Sichuan. In the 1950s, Chinese 
anthropologists provided “proofs” through linguistic documentation and ethno-historical reconstruction that officially classified 
Baima as part of the Tibetan group. However, as it is the case for other minorities in the context of the Sino-Tibetan borderlands, 
such identification remains approximate and controversial. 

In this traditionally agricultural community, ritual experts actively perform a wide range of domestic rituals for the communal 
members today. Although ritual experts call themselves Bonpo, their neither Buddhist nor Reformed Bonpo ritual practices 
remain independent from any religious establishment. 

Being recognized as Tibetans by the state and yet suffering from religious stigmatization in the context of “mainstream” monastic 
and laic, Buddhist and Reformed Bonpo Tibetan communities, Baima are situated at the margins of “Tibetanness”. 

Following the loosening of legal constraints on religious activities in the PRC in the 1980s, Baima villagers experienced a 
flourishing revival of their rituals. Amidst post-Mao social and economic transformations, rituals articulate the enduring peripheral 
status of Baima and weave a thread of continuity with the past, while distinctively engaging with local and national, rural and 
urban ‘multiple modernities’ in PRC. 

This short film introduces a ritual that was performed in a Baima village in Pingwu County (Sichuan, PRC) in summer 2018. 

The film is connected to the oral presentation of V. PUNZI, “On the Side of the Motorway: A Ritual for Casting Away a Haunting 
Ghost and Fetching Back a Frightened Soul in a Baima village (Sichuan, PRC)”, in the panel (Ü. VALK, L. GUZY): “Insecurities 
and uncertainties at the margins of institutionalised religions: ghosts, monsters, witchcraft and other dangerous matters”. 

 
  



S055B: The Political Lives of Religion in Democracy II – Practicing Politics 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 107 

Session Chair: Markha Gabrielle Valenta 

In our public and academic debates a recurring argument – more often asserted than explicated – is that constitutional 
democracy must be secular in order to be just, fair, legitimate, consistent and effective. Once we look across the many political 

orders of the world’s democracies, however, it is unclear what such secularity entails. How are we to understand Christian 
Democratic parties across Europe? State religious preferences in a wide range of democratic countries in both the global North 

and South? The influence of Evangelicals on democratic politics across the Americas and Africa? The growing influence of 
religious nationalism in democracies across the world, including variants – among many others – that are Protestant (US, 

Brazil), Catholic (Poland, France), Hindu (India), Jewish (Israel), Muslim (Turkey, Indonesia), and Buddhist (Myanmar)? And 
what of progressive religious politics – ranging from religiously-inspired politicians and political parties, both old and emergent 
(including, for example, new generations of Muslims in the West) to a vibrant host of grassroots movements addressing social 

justice, human rights, refugees, undocumented migrants, education, health care, housing, prison reform, ethnic conflict, climate 
change and military conflict?  

In light of such extensive religious engagement, influence and innovation in democracies across the world – both progressive 
and conservative – the question arises if indeed democracy must be secular, or even can be secular? What is the political life 
of religion in democracy? This panel warmly invites submissions that address this question from a range of locations, histories 

and democracies. 

 

Progressive ‘Muslim parties’ fighting right-wing populism. The rise of DENK and NIDA in the Netherlands 

Sakina Loukili 

Meertens Institute, KNAW HuC, Netherlands, The 

Several right-wing Dutch political parties made immigration- and integration their main campaign issues back in the 1980-1990s, 
but the connection to particularly Muslims – rather than ‘newcomers’ from diverse ethnic backgrounds – became apparent with 
the rise of local party Liveable Rotterdam (Leefbaar Rotterdam) and later on national level with the Party for Freedom (PVV) and 
Forum for Democracy (FvD). This backlash against ethnic and religious diversity has influenced the Dutch political landscape.  
Against this backdrop we see the rise of progressive parties with a strong Muslim presence: DENK, founded by Muslims of 
Dutch-Turkish descent and NIDA, a local party in Rotterdam that explicitly refers to itself as an ‘emancipation movement inspired 
by Islam.’ Both parties counter right-wing populism by emphasizing ethnic and religious diversity as a positive power of 
‘Dutchness.’ They significantly differ, however, in their political discourses and the strategies they employ to counter right-wing 
populism.  
In this paper, the main objective will be to understand this recent development of Muslim politicians forming their own parties in 
the Netherlands. I will particularly focus on the Dutch elections of 2017, as the theme of these elections relied heavily on the 
subject of ‘Dutch identity.’ Making use of discourse analysis, social media data, political debates, and newspaper articles, the 
questions I will address in this paper are: what role did DENK and NIDA play in the 2017 elections? How do they counter populist 
framing of ethnic and religious diversity? And how do they relate to each other? In relation to the last question, I will particularly 
look at what role Islam plays in their political discourse. In addition, I will make some general remarks on how we might 
understand these parties in light of societal debates on Dutch national identity and citizenship. 

 

Divine democracy secularized? 

Timo Petri Kallinen 

University of Eastern Finland, Finland 

Since the end of the Cold War and the weakening of post-colonial states, traditional chiefs in many African countries have found 
new avenues for legitimation as ‘civil society leaders’ – a role that is sometimes also endorsed by global developmental 
institutions. In this line of thinking, traditional chieftaincy is viewed as a democratic institution and it is being evaluated according 
to the standards of good governance, transparency, accessibility, and the like. Consequently, it is perceived essentially a secular 
institution. However, even a superficial glance at the classic ethnographic and historical literature reveals that the kings and 
chiefs of the pre-colonial era were not ‘political’ leaders in the same sense as modern political theory suggests. They were 
characterized as diviners, healers, priests, magicians, rainmakers, or controllers of witchcraft, and the origins of their offices were 
traced to the spiritual sphere. In the case of the Asante people of Ghana, West Africa, the most important duty of the chiefs and 
kings of the pre-colonial era was to perform sacrifices to the ancestral spirits and deities in order to guarantee the well-being and 
success of their people. The election of the rulers and political decision-making were, at least in principle, submitted to a 
consensus-based democratic process, which was nonetheless religiously sanctioned. In my presentation, I will discuss how both 
early Ghanaian nationalists as well as British colonial administrators created ethnographic models of ‘indigenous democracy’, in 
which religious and ritual elements were minimized. Thus, traditional institutions could be incorporated as parts of secular political 
systems and valorised as expressions of popular will. Later on, such notions have also found their way into academic and 
developmental research. 

 

Essential Reasons for Doing Good: Women’s Pathway to Political Participation in Egypt 

Ülle Tammemägi - Abuelnaga 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

The January 2011 Revolution, Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak’s regime got overthrown and succeeded in Islamist government which in 
turn was replaced by a president with military credentials. Egyptian women’s participation was encouraged and in the process, 
they were promised an equal representation in a newly formed government(s). Their hopes were unfulfilled and short-lived. 
Concurrently, the revolution created new economic and social demands to millions of Egyptians living in a frantic condition. 
Those combined with policy-makers failure to implement meaningful changes in degenerated social development programs for 
those in need have sprung women’s long-nurtured feeling of defeat into actions through altruism. 
Accounts of three Cairo women illustrate their recognition of the current sociopolitical issues, and how they see their individual 
devotion to the concept of ‘doing good’ as an essential element of an inverted approach to women’s political participation. Yet, 



what does ‘doing good’ suggest in the Egyptian setting? Does it originate from pre-Islamic people of Egypt? Or is it a response 
to the state’s failure to accommodate the basic needs of its citizens? What role does the religion have in ‘doing good’, if any? 
And how does ‘doing good’ translate into women’s political activity? The priorities and agendas of Egyptian women are diverse 
both in and beyond the country, and difficult to judge against policies and views of western feminism. The study reckons the goal 
of the grassroots activities of three women drive for social change and social justice, performed outside the formal political space. 
Their acts of ‘doing good’ are invisible and often unrecorded, seldom reaching public attention or academic studies. For the 
Egyptian society as a whole, and more for the women’s political engagement, there is a need to re-evaluate the impact of the 
bottom-up political activity, without underestimating women’s capability to transform their own status. 

 

Democratic Memories of Empire’s Religions Past 

Markha Gabrielle Valenta 

Radboud University Nijmegen 

This paper will consider the religious politics of three secular democracies notable for their religious pluralism: India, the 
Netherlands and the United States. Disparate as their specific histories, social and (geo)political formations are, they share in 
common a past deeply shaped by the planetary imperial system within which their own national formation took shape. This too 
was the moment of their conception and institutionalization of religious pluralism and democratic agonism. Indeed, in each 
country, the planetary imperial context entailed the ground for the emergence of ‘religion’ (‘communalism’) and ‘democracy’ as 
(variously) hegemonic and critical formations within their national bodies. The point of the paper, then, will be to tease out the 
similarities and connections this historical embeddedness in a shared imperial globality created in how these very different – and 
‘distant’ – societies struggle with the religious pluralism and democratic agonism in their midst today. 

 
  



S057D: Muslims in Post-Communist Lands: Between Traditional and Global: 
The Caucasus and Central Asia 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 217 
Session Chair: Agata S. Nalborczyk 

The proposed session seeks to explore how official Islamic leadership and grassroots Muslim communities across the wider 
East-Central Europe and post-Soviet Muslim Eurasia have negotiated their post-communist transition and reacted to their 

reintegration within the wider ummah. Presented papers will discuss the implications for institutionalised Muslim ‘clergy’ and 
state-Muslim relations of the political ‘Europeanisation’ (the so-called ‘Euro-Atlantic integration’) of countries in East-Central 
Europe, and the increasing political ‘Eurasianisation’ of Russia, the Muslim Caucasus and Central Asia. The panel will also 

examine the changing meanings and practices of Islam, as well as the very nature of Islamic legal authority in countries under 
the influence of Yusuf al-Qaradawi and other ‘global muftis’. It will pay special attention to the role of self-proclaimed Islamic 

‘scholars’ active online and in social media in shaping young Muslims’ ‘untraditional’ perceptions of ‘true’ Muslim-ness and their 
complex relationship with ‘national’ Islam, constitutionally enshrined secularism and societal confessional and ethnic pluralism. 

 

Islamic Leadership, the State and Global Islam: The Case of Central Asia 

Galina M. Yemelianova 

Centre fro Eurasian Perspectives, United Kingdom 

The paper discusses the changing, globalisation-driven nature and representation of Islamic religious authority and leadership 
in Central Asia, encompassing Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan. It examines the effects of this 
change on the official Islamic leadership represented by muftis, and on state-Muslim relations which are compared with those in 
other parts of Muslim Eurasia, the Middle East and Western Europe, employing a history-based perspective. The paper argues 
that the nature and role of official Islamic leadership, as well as state-Muslim relations in post-Soviet Central Asia, have largely 
retained their particular national and broader Eurasian character, although these have exhibited considerable differences across 
the region. Thus, in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan the national and wider Eurasian model of Islamic leadership and 
state-Muslim relations has been more prominent. By comparison, in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan such a model has been 
increasingly weakened under global Islamic influences. The paper is particularly concerned with the factors behind the similar 
and differing impacts and implications of globalisation on Islamic leadership and state-Muslim relations in the five Central Asian 
republics.  

 

Various Facets of Islam in contemporary Georgia – New Perspectives on Muslim Identities in post-soviet 
Georgian Society (3 case studies) 

Sophie Zviadadze 

Ilia State University, Georgia 

Islam is the second largest religion in Georgia (9.9%) after Christianity. The Muslims belong to various ethnic groups (Georgians, 
Azerbaidjani, Chechen, Dagestani) and follow to different Islam branches (Shia, Sunni, Sufism). The paper looks at 3 Muslim 
communities with different problem issue. Paper will examine how may be the Muslim identity against the backdrop of the 
dominant ethno-religious nationalism? How Muslims are positioning towards liberal-democaratic state? What kind of influence 
has a Global Islam on religious issues in Georgia? 

In Adjara (region in Georgia) populated by ethnic Georgians are Sunni Muslims. In light of rising ethnic and religious nationalism 
in Adjara Muslim Georgian have a perception that they ‘are not true Georgians, while constantly putting them in anticipation of 
the recognition of their Georgian identity. One of the most recent problem issues is a proposal to build a new mosque in Batumi 
while Christian dwellers and political authorities oppose the construction. From the feeling of marginality and disappointment is 
a new civic activism emerged. Ethnic Azerbaijani in Kvemo Kartli are mostly Shia Muslims. Among Azerbaijani minorities is 
observing a new trend: rising the role and popularity of new religious organizations, new Muslim leaders. Islam of Kists (Chechen) 
reside in Pankisi Gorge was influenced by Sufism and folk Islam but since the 90th Salafism is steadily increasing in the region. 
After the spreading the information about affiliation some Kists from Georgia to ISIS this region has been associated with Islamic 
radicalism. As a counter process Kists who follows Salafism condemn radicalism and effort to deconstruct the stereotypic 
perception of Kists. They began engaging in civic activism defending their rights. 

All three communities are oscillating between religious and national identities, they are confronted with global Islam, ethno-
religious nationalism and try to find their own place in Georgian society. 

 

“Parallel” muftiates as the “third force” among spiritual administrations of Muslims in Russia 

Renat Bekkin 

Södertörn University, Russian Federation 

Throughout 230-year long history, from Russian Empire, through Soviet Union to present day Russia the institution of muftiate 
has continuously served as an instrument of state religious policy in relation to Muslims. Guided by various considerations, the 
authorities have kept the institution itself but did not allow individual muftiates to create a united all-Russian Muslim centre. The 
report discusses such a phenomenon of 2010s as “parallel” muftiates, designed to become an alternative, “third force” to the 
existing federal muftiates. The report hypothesizes that one of the main tasks of “parallel” muftiates is to prevent federal muftiates 
from uniting. 
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The panel addresses the dynamics of diverse alternative religiosities starting from the communist regime period up to today. It 
deals with the processes of (trans)formation of changeable and instable religious/spiritual ideas and groups all over East-

Central Europe during this time. It also studies the past and current socio-religious processes, discussing diverse 
manifestations, changes and disruptions of religious phenomena concerning individual religiosities in (trans)regional and 

(trans)national levels. 
In times of Soviet regime, atheism was the officially established ideology and alternative religiosities were mostly active 
underground. There was as well an unofficial cultural field that was very receptive to the arrival, formation, spread and 

expressions of diverse alternative religiosities and spiritualities. During the post-communist period, local alternative identities 
were challenged to adapt to a new situation and rich market of religious demands. In addition, newly arrived religiosities, as 
well as locally emerged and actively borrowing variously expressed western ideas spiritualities raised current topics among 

post-communist societies. 
The panel aims to discuss a wide range of questions related to an emerging diversity of alternative religiosities in the countries 
during/past the regime and their attendant fields of influence: e.g. politics and strategy of activity of communist regime towards 

alternative religiosities; restrictions, repressions, survival ways and resistance of representatives of alternative religiosities; 
(trans)forming diversities within alternative religiosities under/past the regime (individual/group alternative religiosity values, 

identities and practices); the milieu of alternative religiosity as a space of plurality, diversity, flow, action and resistance; 
alternative religiosity networks and inter-community relations; formation and transfer of religious/spiritual ideas within the 

communist/post-communist societies and from the outside; oppositions and connections as a response to the past (images of 
tradition, traditional religious institutions, post-communist cultural heritage, etc.); memory, continuity and changes within 

alternative religiosities, etc 

 

Alternative Religiosities Before, Under and After the Communist Regime in Czechoslovakia/Czech 
Republic 

Matouš Vencálek 

Masaryk University, Czech Republic 

After the second world war, Czechoslovakia fell under the influence of Soviet Union and has been ruled by a totalitarian 
communist/socialist regime between 1948 and 1989. As in many other countries, religion was suppressed during the period. 
This paper explores the situation and formation of alternative religiosities and spiritualities in Czechoslovakia before the 
communist coup, under the communist regime, their fates and "survival strategies", as well as the boom of alternative religiosities 
after the Velvet Revolution in 1989. 

 

Lyudmila Zhivkova and the spread of esoterical teachings in socialist Bulgaria of the 1970s 

Victoria Vitanova 

Leipzig University, Germany 

In terms of time and geography my project can be positioned in communist Bulgaria of the 1960s and 70s and focuses on one 
of the most controversial political figures of that time: Lyudmila Zhivkova (1942–81), culture minister and the only daughter of 
the leader of the Bulgarian communist party and head of state Todor Zhivkov. The project concentrates on her double role as a 
political and religious actor at the same time. As a member of the politburo and head of the Ministry of Science, Culture and Art, 
she was in possession of the political power and material resources needed for the implementation of living ethics, Nicholas and 
Elena Roerich’s philosophical theory, based on theosophy and mysticism, in Bulgaria’s educational and cultural policies. What 
is more, she used to protect the emerging and spread of the theosophical religious movement „White Brotherhood“ in Bulgaria 
in times when even the traditional orthodox christendom was forced out of the public sphere. 

This specific estimation of esoteric new religious communities as carriers of ethical standards can be identified as the nucleus of 
a specific treatment of new religions in post-socialist Bulgaria. Therefore, I will argue that there are path dependencies in the 
development of the post-socialist Bulgarian (religion and minority) policy, whose analysis supports the evaluation of 
contemporary policies in the Eastern European space. Another subsequent research question for my study will be: How do 
religion and politics intersect in the person and agency of Ludmila Zhivkova and, in a broader perspective, how was religion in 
general conceptualized in socialist Bulgaria? 

 

Pagan representations in the contemporary Bulgarian public sphere – fields of influence, meaning, and 
functions 

Zornitsa Petrova Petrova 

Sofia University, Bulgaria 

Three main concerns define today’s Bulgarian socio-political and cultural context: crisis of collective identity, increased 
immigration from the country, and anxiety about cultural erosion. After being part of the Ottoman Empire for nearly five hundred 
years, Bulgaria gained its independency only to fall under Soviet influence some half a century later, thus continuing to face the 
threat of cultural assimilation. The social disorientation and the ideological vacuum after the collapse of the communist regime 
lead to the rise of nationalist impulses, which centre on the historical and natural heritage. As the world’s fastest shrinking nation, 
Bulgaria is currently in need to find a way to overcome the deepening demographic crisis caused by massive out-migration. In 
this respect, the use of religious symbolic capital, especially in reference to a past which is considered to be “authentic” and 
“primordial”, is proved to be an effective mechanism for establishing communion and a stronger sense of belonging and thus 
binding the individual to society and creating an emotional relationship with the land. In this paper, I argue that it is not by chance 



that symbols from pre-Christian religiosity are currently being largely revalorized and appropriated for numerous non-religious 
purposes. 

The fixation on the local can be traced in right-wing patriotic movements, the spreading popularity of folklore events and the 
production of tradition–oriented popular culture. This research aims at investigating the various forms the ancient pagan elements 
take after being detached from the religious field and incorporated into more or less secular ideologies and activities. Drifting 
apart from the religious sphere leads to the decline of paganism’s sacred value, but in return, whether it’s integrated in a political 
programme, social movement or art performance, it’s being invested with new meanings and functions. 
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Recent years have witnessed the emergence of a self-conscious discursive study of religion (DSR). The new field has 
produced paradigmatic manifestos, methodological guidelines, a special journal issue, edited volumes, and sessions at 

previous EASR meetings. However, with increasing consolidation comes increasing diversity. DSR is a broad church for a 
variety of approaches differing in ontological and epistemological background assumptions and, consequently, in their 

methodological and interpretive implications. This session invites theoretical, methodological, and empirical papers discussing 
DSR and its applications and prospects in the study of religion. We encourage submissions from scholars at all stages in their 

career, from graduate students to established academics. 

 

Tweeting on Religion. Finnish Parliamentary Election Campaign in 2019 

Johanna Konttori 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

Twitter is one of the media used by politicians to communicate with their (potential) electorate, to challenge their colleagues, and 
to express themselves. The next parliamentary election in Finland will be in April 2019 and Twitter is already playing an important 
part in many candidates’ campaign. 

In this paper I take a look at tweets sent by candidates during their campaigns and ask the following questions: What are the 
dominant contexts in which religion is discussed? How is religion discussed in the tweets: based on research, stereotypes, own 
experience or something else? The research data is selected after the elections. The potential number of tweets is massive so 
a clear set of criteria for data selection is needed. The data is analysed using tools of discourse analysis as well as rhetorical 
analysis. 

The findings are discussed within the framework of religious literacy, a concept that is currently gaining growing amount of 
attention in Finnish academic research on religion. A person who is religiously literate has an understanding that religion is 
relevant even in relatively secular societies, knows the basics of at least some religious traditions, and does not act based on 
stereotypes or assumptions but is ready to look for information and facts. 

The candidates discursively construct Finnish society, its values, successes and challenges with their tweets. From this 
perspective it is by no means irrelevant on which ground Finnish politicians discuss issues related to religion, or any other issues, 
for that matter. At the same time, Twitter is a challenging media as it guides its users to write in a very compact manner. What 
kind of discursive means there are that implicate religious (il)literacy? 

 

Constructing religious discourse in marketing communication texts of new spirituality 

Siiri Lepasaar 

Estonian Society for the Study of Religions, Estonia 

Instead of studying religion as a universal concept, nowadays it is more common to study the religiosity and meanings of different 
phenomena (Beckford, 2003). Similarly to culture, religion is understood more as a process of context sensitive creating of 
religion, not taken so much as something separate – it is a discursive field differentiating in culture (Nye, 2000). The discursive 
field takes form in actors, practices, discourses and contexts (Beckford, 2003). 

For my MA thesis I conducted a discursive analysis of 100 marketing communication texts of new spirituality, published 
in an Estonian internet portal Vikerkaaresild (Rainbow Bridge) (some texts were published repeatedly). I used discourse 
analysis to answer the following questions: (1) How is new spirituality religious in its offer? (2) How secular and religious language 
is used in texts communicating upcoming new spirituality events? (3) Which magico-religious discourses can be found in this 
sample of new spirituality texts? 

As a result of the analysis I mapped (a) the ways secular and religious material was used in texts (b) repetitive topics and 
ways of speaking about them. 

Language used expressed various beliefs and religious practices. Language was considered as being used in religious meaning 
or context in most of the texts. Words from non-religious subject fields were used in religious context and meaning. In religious 
context the attempt to free oneself, to heal, to reach some goal and to purify were most prevalent. Religious discourse was most 
common (in almost half of the texts) for making promises. 

I will (a) present the course and difficulties of conducting the analysis, and (b) present main findings. 

 

The Specifics of the Field of Education Based on Bourdieu: Religious Education in Schools 

Rimgaile Diksaite 

Vytautas Magnus university, Lithuania 

In Bourdieu’s view, education holds vital significance because it is not a mechanism whose values and relations, which make up 
the social space, are passed on automatically from one generation to another. This is influenced by the social relationships which 
are connected in every national or regional context. An issue emerges here: how are social relations built, what has the greatest 
impact on this, and how is this reflected in the field of education? 

Article 26 of the Constitution of the Republic of Lithuania states that the freedom of thought, conscience, and religion shall not 
be restricted. Likewise, the Law on Education of Lithuania (2011) indicates that religious teaching can be chosen and is a part 
of moral education. The two legal acts expose a contradiction: the constitutional law provides the parents with the right to raise 
and educate their children in accordance with their own beliefs; however, in educational institutions this right is restricted, 
because in state schools the religious education classes are offered only to the members of traditional religious communities. 

A study conducted by Lithuanian researchers, “Tolerance and Multi-Cultural Education in General Education Schools”, concluded 
that there are some issues with how religious diversity and its recognition in the modern Lithuanian society are presented to 



pupils. Content analysis of Lithuanian textbooks revealed that the discussions focus mostly on Catholicism, which is somewhat 
glorified and equated with Lithuanians and Lithuania, whereas other religions are side-lined. 

The view that the school is a space which nurtures a child’s spiritual and intellectual development in a favourable environment 
could be understood and implemented in different ways – what are the determining factors? Who and why decides how pupils 
should be taught about religion(s)? Based on the literature analysis, the answers to these questions will be sought in the 
presentation. 
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During the communist regimes in many Eastern European countries a new academic discipline emerged, consequently named 
scientific atheism. The goal of scientific atheism was to study religion, to show its retrograde nature and to criticize it from a 
scientific perspective. Scientific atheism had an applied usage on social and political levels, it was incorporated in atheistic 

propaganda and education. Scientific atheists were not only theoreticians, working in academic institutions, but they also gave 
numerous popular lectures on various aspects of religion, propagating atheism and condemning religion. Who were those 
people? What religions did they study? What methodology did they use? Looking back to the communist era, how can we 
define the work of academic scientific atheists? Was it a period when academic research of religion seized to exist? Was 

scientific atheism a form of religious studies, but with Marxist approach or an ideological discipline without any serious 
academic background? Can we generalize scientific atheism or were there peculiarities in different soviet republics and 

socialistic states in Central and Eastern Europe? These, and many other issues are explored by contemporary scholars in 
Eastern Europe and beyond, and all of them are invited to contribute to the session. 

When it comes to Muslims in secularized societies, we hypothesize that secularization processes and contacts with pluralism 
will foster fluid, in-between religious identities, bricolage, and hybridity that challenge hegemonic discourses and normative 

classifications among Muslims (Clancy-Smith 2013; Clayer 2017). As opposed to this, one may not neglect that strong 
normativity, a high degree of social conformity and not least institutional restrictions set limits to the expansion and open 

practice of new religiosities in many Muslim societies. Therefore, we assume that the reception, adaptation and formulation of 
new religiosities will develop along specific lines. 

 

The study of true orthodox movements in USSR: scholarship or propaganda 

Elena Vorontsova 

Moscow State university, Russian Federation 

The study of true orthodox movements in USSR: scholarship or propaganda. The main feature of such movements was open 
or hidden confrontation to the Soviet authorities. Terms “Thue orthodox Christians” or “Thue orthodox churches” were used in 

Soviet Russia for determining special “catacomb” movements in Russian Orthodox Church by authorities and scholars. A 
number of field studies of these movements were conducted by religious studies scholars in 1960-1970. The most influent and 

representative texts were written by A. Klibanov and A. Demjanov. The papers attempts to answer the following questions: 
were their studies truly academic or they should be considered as pure propaganda? Is it possible to use them in contemporary 

study of there religious movements? Or do they represent only the application of some “dogmatic” statements of communist 
ideology?  

 

Scientific Atheism and Religious Studies in Soviet Ukraine: from Confrontation toward Identification 

Oleg Kyselov 

H.S. Skovoroda Institute of Philosophy of the NAS of Ukrane, Ukraine 

In this paper I will present the correlation between the scientific atheism and religious studies as it was understood in the Soviet 
Ukraine. I use published works on scientific atheism, archive materials of atheistic institutions and interviews with the former 
scientific atheists as primary sources. Religious studies were understood as a part of the scientific atheism in published works. 
Everyday usage of the collocation religious studies by the academic community, which is fixed in the achieve materials, had 
controversial meaning: negative and positive, but some scholars fully identified religious studies with scientific atheism. Full 
identification of scientific atheism with religious studies was also distinctive for Perestroyka period and for current self-
representation of the former scientific atheists. 

 

Women and Religion: Soviet Atheistic Pattern of Criticism 

Anna Mariya Basauri Ziuzina 

National Pedagogical Dragomanov University, Ukraine 

Fighting religion in all its possible aspects, Soviet atheists paid a special attention to criticize religions for their attitude to women. 
Although this topic was not a prior one in the atheistic agenda, but books and brochures were published on regular basis all over 
the Soviet Union. The paper shows the pattern of this critique of Christian, Jewish, Muslim and the so-called “Sectarian” doctrines 
concerning women (e.g., wife’s submission to her husband, specific regulations on women’s menstrual cycle, the Orthodox 
religious book Domostroy etc.). Scientific atheism not only criticized but also proposed ways of fighting mass women religiosity 
with education, atheist propaganda and involvement of women to productive labor etc. 
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Despite the importance of arts in understanding the ways artistic behaviour and creative practices can affect social inclusivity 
and political representation, and notwithstanding the role of cultural organizations in creating incentives for minoritized 

individuals and collectives to engage in artistic expressions (Martiniello 2015), there has been a paucity of research tackling 
the issue of art practices and strategies enacted by migrants, minorities and marginalized groups to reclaim their “right to have 

rights” (Arendt 1951), among which there is the right to perform religiosity and spirituality. 
As Paul DiMaggio and Patricia Fernández-Kelly (2015) argue in their editorial on Immigration and the arts, “often lacking 
necessary linguistic skills, immigrants resort to aesthetic means – the culinary arts, music, dance, poetry, and so on – to 
communicate with the wider society. They also use art to assert dignity and claim national membership”. However, when 
looking at the aesthetics means employed by migrants, subaltern groups and ‘minorities’, the uses of arts and creative 

practices are further complicated by the need to also voice generational and/or cultural disagreement, ranging from ‘loyal’ 
dissent to outrageous revolt against the ‘majority’. These practices do not necessarily have a long-term social impact, but 

contribute creating what Nabil Echchaibi (2013) describes as a “cultural thickening” that results in religious and cultural change. 
In the often-intertwined processes of mobility and marginalization, media and religion – and their complex link to strategies of 

mobilization and resistance – are increasingly becoming relevant to also understand the way religious and cultural change 
happen. Migration and diasporic communities create instances of religious encounter and contact, where two or more religious 

traditions confront each other and establish new patterns of beliefs and practices. As contemporary religiosity is affected by 
migration, scholars need new methodological and theoretical approaches to understand the politics of representation of 

migration communities. This includes refugees and asylum seekers, migrants, as well as members of minority religious groups. 
We would argue that the study of media production of migration groups can give insights on the strategies of adaptation and 

negotiation of hybrid religious and cultural identities and identifications. We are interested in case studies that explore, but are 
not limited to, film, theatre, blogs, social media, and videos. Interdisciplinary research on every geographical area and religious 

group is welcome. Some possible topics of discussion are: 
* Film production by migrant youth and/or ethnicized and minoritized people that address religious and social change. 

* Digital spaces (e.g. blogs) where ‘minority’ groups negotiate their religious practices against a different religious background. 
* Artistic performance, such as theatre and dance, that help diasporic communities to enter in contact with what they perceive 

as ‘mainstream’ society. 
* Music, songs and video making practices that negotiate politics of recognition and representation. 

By collecting relevant case studies, the panel seeks to explore media actions and reactions connected with migrants and/or 
‘minorities’ as a way to conceptualize disruptions and changes in contemporary religion. 

 

Marginalizing the Hindu Bangladeshis in Social Media 

Habibul Haque Khondker 

Zayed University, United Arab Emirates 

In the wake of Durga Puja, the major religious festival of the Bengali Hindus Liton Das, a cricket star of Bangladesh sent his puja 
greetings via Facebook in 2015. In the face of mounting criticisms from so me of his compatriots, presumably, Muslims, Liton 
Das was forced to remove his message of Puja wishes. The religious trolls took upon themselves to police the social media and 

censor postings that express message of goodwill on the occasion of Durga Puja, putatively, an “universal” or সব#জনীন পূজা 
event in the cultural calendar of Bangladesh. This episode of religious intolerance and denial of cultural expression took place, 
paradoxically, in the political backdrop when television channels in Bangladesh as well as the print media were giving full 
coverage of the Puja celebrations featuring the Prime Minister and other Ministers visiting the Puja premises. The Liton Das 
affair wass a one of many events that represent the marginalization of the so-called religious “minorities” in Bangladesh. The 
paper seeks to address the problems of “minoritization” and “marginalization” of the Hindu Bangladeshis in the larger cultural 
and institutional contexts of Bangladesh. 

 

Sikh women online: Then and Now 

Doris Jakobsh 

University of Waterloo, Canada 

This paper examines the development of ‘Sikhs online’, with a specific focus on Sikh women’s sites. Although Sikhs have had a 
significant presence on the internet since the 1990s, for the most part, early websites were clearly gendered, largely focusing on 
male-focused history, identity and concerns, with some sites including a ‘women’s section’. Early Sikh women’s specific sites 
were few, most of which are virtually inactive today. The scenario has changed considerably with a number of new sites 
developed by and for women, largely by millennials, reflecting the needs, practices, concerns and issues of a new generation of 
highly engaged, reflective and activist Sikh women. While clearly focusing on Sikh concerns, many of these websites bridge 
wider women’s issues, particularly with regard marginalized and disenfranchised women’s groups. Some of these ‘virtual groups’ 
also have an active offline presence. This paper explores these changes in content, presentation and mission between earlier 
and later Sikh women’s websites.  

 

Role of media products in religious and languages changes in Christian migrant community from Turkey 

Iryna Kaplan 

Youth Association for the Study of Religions, Ukraine 

One of migrant group from Turkey to Europe is consist from small Christian community in Anatolia. They call themselves Turoyo 
(also can be Suryat, Aramoyo). Their language is classified as a severely endangered language by UNESCO. Turoyo people 
was a religious and national minority of Turkey, so when they immigrate to Germany and Sweden with other citizens of the 
Turkish Republic for labor migration, they became a minority inside minority group. From the one hand they got a freedom of 



believes, but from the other hand they start to lose their identity. The most significant problem is language, because it is differs 
from village to village. In Europe the new period of Turoyo language has begun. It begun to become Syriac koine language. The 
main force that consolidate the Turoyo community is church and media products such as music, cartoons, cook shows, talk 
shows and so on. The church try to keep people with different background together forcing the religion on the first place in their 
identity and therefore to mute differences. And media content is constructing new language and new identity playing with myths, 
symbols and history (e.g. Ancient Assyria, Babylon etc.) that actually never was a part of this people while they have lived in 
Turkey. The paper is dedicated to the small migrant group from the Middle East Christian minority, to the consolidating role of 
the church in their lives, and to the changing that happens in their identity based on children cartoons, pop music and educational 
programs on YouTube and Syryoyo Sat (TV channel in Sweden). 

 

Migrants and New Italians’ Counter Gazes: Religious Identification, Multi-Sited Belonging and Politics of 
Representation 

Mara Matta 

Sapienza Università di Roma, Italy 

In the last two decades, migrations to Italy have known a steady and growing flow. What in the past was mostly an economic 
migration composed of young male workers, now has gained a more complex and layered structure, where so-called ‘first 
generations’ are joined by a second one, eager to feel at home in Italy without discharging their sense of belonging to other 
cultures. It is in this difficult and contested field – that of cultural practices – that a new debate is emerging. In this complex 
scenario, with Italy investing in the securitization of its borders, it has become extremely difficult to speak up. Harshest policies 
aimed at curbing dissent are increasingly challenging those individuals and the groups who dare to query historically constructed 
– and rather untenable – notions of national, religious and cultural ‘identities’. Italy is undermining knowledge and education, 
sponsoring populistic and xenophobic narratives of the ‘evil’ (Muslim and terrorist) migrant landed on ‘good’ (Christian) shores.  

Through the development of an ‘art of voice’, however, creative collectives and young artists, equipped with a powerful 
imagination, politically conscious and socially engaged in transforming their society, are nurturing complex positionalities, 
threatening from within the discourses of those political leaders that insist in describing migrants, refugees and other minoritized 
groups (like homosexuals and transgenders) as aliens to the land and ultimately strangers to the nation.  

This paper looks at the artistic and subversive practices of young migrants and ‘new Italians’ in reclaiming a multi-sited notion of 
belonging and complicating ideas of religion, identity and gender in migratory contexts. In particular, it looks at films as sites of 
politics of representation and recognition, and investigates the artful use of humor in discussing religious and cultural strategies 
of identification. 

 

Art Cinema and Minority Religion in between Nationhood and Ethnicity in Bangladesh and Malaysia 

Zakir Hossain Raju 

Independent University Bangladesh, Bangladesh, People's Republic of 

This paper attempts to understand the roles of the national film industries based in two Asian nation-spaces in representing the 
minority religious cultures. It looks at the workings of the Bangladeshi and Malaysian art cinemas: how these nationally-defined 
but transnational/regional, cultural institutions interact with Hinduism—a minority identity in these nation-spaces where Muslims 
are majority (above 80% in Bangladesh and around 60% in Malaysia). It can be noted that Hindus are around 12% in Bangladesh 
and 8% in Malaysia (most of whom migrated to or brought in Malaysia during British colonial period). However, the cinematic 
representation of these marginalised religious communities have not been studied by any researcher with due rigour. This paper 
is a very needed first step towards that goal.  

Here I start my enquiry on art cinema, Hindu religious culture and nationhood in such a ‘Muslim’ Asia with two interconnected 
questions: what roles do ethnic and religious identity play in shaping nationhood and individual identities in two different societal 
frames of South and Southeast Asia? And, how the discourses of art cinema participate with/in the identity debate over religious 
portrayal in these two Asian nations? In order to answer these questions I focus on the works of some renowned film-authors 
from both the national contexts. I dissect the films of Tanvir Mokammel and Makbul Chowdhury from Bangladesh and the films 
of Deepak K. Menon and Santhosh Kesavan of Malaysia—all of whose films received national and international awards during 
the 2000s. In this way this proposes to be an inter-Asia study on religion and visual media: an attempt to comprise and compare 
analyses on South and Southeast Asian cinematic practices in portraying minority religion in a transnational frame.  
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Although the study of texts may not command the same esteem it once did in the study of religion, it is still a central practice in 
the field; and it must, apparently, remain so, since texts absorb and cultivate important strands of religious ideology. At least 

one aspect of textual life is that texts are at the receiving end of processes of religious innovation and creativity, so they reflect 
rich historical processes of development. 

Although it is obvious to scholars that texts, including foundational ones, grow and change, the image harboured in relation to 
them within religious traditions tends toward one of a stable, monumental truth that is deemed eternal and static. Yet although 
scholars are critical of this vision, they perhaps conform to it beyond what is apparent on the surface. All too often, texts are 

considered flat repositories of historical and doctrinal information, while their creative dimensions – and certainly their agency - 
are disregarded; texts, we are told, don’t do anything in the world, they are not subjects; it is only people that interpret them 

and imbue them with meaning. Although many scholars have acknowledged that texts have a life to them, they are considered 
dead agents. 

This session is conceived as an attempt to revitalize the study of texts in religious studies, through a consideration of the idea 
of agency in religious texts. For one thing, texts are anything but static, not only in the sense that they change over time, but by 

being the products of continuous creative activity, they evolve and transform. Whether resulting from flexible oral tradition or 
through interpretive genius regarding written texts, perhaps in face of challenging or changing historical conditions, texts 
absorb some of the deep, reflective moments of religious life and vitality. Once they do, we may suggest that they can be 

considered as the receptacles for a vibrant religious consciousness – or better, consciousnesses – that continues to influence 
society as a whole through the specific people that engage with them. Texts are not finite sets of ideas or doctrines, but rich 
complexes of processes that cross from the doctrinal and philosophical, through the poetic, aesthetic and inspirational, to the 
social and institutional. When people engage with texts, something happens not only because people have rich imaginative 

capacities, but also because the texts give home to lively vectors of thinking. Although such a formulation stretches the 
boundaries of our epistemological comfort zone, the great conscious effort that is invested in the formation or study of a text – 
of which we are well aware as scholars - may allow us to conceive of texts as agents, or at least to pause before we continue 

to view them as nothing more than paper and ink. 
This session is designed as an assessment of the creative power of texts in generating process of religious change, which will 

allow for a preliminary consideration of the notion of texts as agents. 

 

The agency of vernacular biblical and Orthodox Christian liturgical texts in the formation of the 
contemporary religious and ethnic identity of the Turkic and Finno-Ugric peoples of Russia's Volga-

Kama region 

Alison Ruth Kolosova 

Tartu University, Estonia. 

The agency of vernacular biblical and Orthodox Christian liturgical texts in the formation of the contemporary religious and ethnic 
identity of the Turkic and Finno-Ugric peoples of Russia’s Volga-Kama region 

In the late 19th century alphabets and written languages were created in order to translate biblical and Orthodox Christian liturgical 
texts into the vernacular languages of the Turkic and Finno-Ugric peoples of Russia’s Volga-Kama region. Scholars have 
commonly identified the primary agents in this christianization process as the Russian state in collusion with Orthodox 
missionaries who aimed at linguistic and cultural russification thus causing disruption to the traditional pagan culture of these 
peoples. 

Such scholarship has usually overlooked the missionary aim of the translations as promoting a conscious understanding of 
biblical and liturgical texts which would influence the hearts and minds of translators, readers, singers, listeners and worshippers, 
thus enabling the texts to potentially acquire an agency of their own. The paper will explore the extent to which the texts 
themselves inspired the initiation of the translation process and how the missionaries understood the creative agency of 
vernacular biblical and liturgical texts in religious transformation. It will illustrate the formation of texts through a lengthy collective 
translation and editing process and the transmission of texts through schools, congregational singing and mass publications and 
argue that through these processes the texts became agents not of russification but of an awakening of national self-
consciousness and a transformation of communal religious and national identity which nevertheless involved elements of 
continuity with their traditional culture.  

 

Language as creative agents: Buddhist meditation in translation 

Xiaoming Hou 

École Pratique des Hautes Études, France 

Studies on history of ideas usually tend to treat individual "ideas" as ontologically reified entities which exist independently from 
the language that expresses them. Based on this assumption, many studies discuss the continuation or disruptions of the so 
called "Indian" Buddhist ideas in the Chinese context. However, the present paper aims to bring attention to the creative role of 
language itself in this classical form of textual transformation : translation. It explores the many ways that translation can influence 
the development of new Buddhist meditation teaching systems in China.  

The history of Chinese translations of Buddhist texts is distinctive in its long time span, the variety of sources and the non-
standardization of terminologies. These translations, received indiscriminately by Chinese Buddhists as records of a stable, 
monumental truth, are interpreted with great care on a word-to-word basis. Ironically, it is precisely the conception of "stable 
truth" that has enabled the "unstable creativity" of the Chinese language. The Explanation on the progression of dharma gates 

in the dhyāna-pāramitā (釋禪波羅蜜次第法門T. 1916) and the Six Gates to Subtleness (六妙法門T. 1917) are two meditation 

treatises taught by Zhiyi 智顗 (538-597), the de facto founder of the Tiantai School in China. Through textual and terminological 

analysis of examples of individual meditation teachings presented in the two texts, the present study aims to show how his 
reading of Chinese "texts", instead of "ideas", has led to doctrinal and practical developments that will not make sense out of the 
Chinese context, including the creation of new meditative states and practices, and the identifications of previously unrelated 



teachings. It is our modest attempt to illustrate, with concrete examples, how the vehicle of thought can change the thought it 
transports.  

 

Reciprocity in Contemporary study of classical Jewish texts 

Elisabeth Goldwyn 

Haifa University, Israel 

“The learner thinks of the Torah and of her life, and the Torah too thinks of itself and of the learner. The study of Torah… is not 
the learner’s effort to interpret a given Torah, but rather a joint effort at mutual interpretation by learner and Torah alike”. ( Weiss) 

Thus Midrash seeks to learn from the text new things it didn’t know, and relates to the text as a teacher. It is a reciprocal 
relationship, in which both sides listen to each other in respect, and expect to renew. Midrash has its own hermeneutical method 
which assumes the text’s agency, thus allowing updating its influence and demands.  

Midrash is used nowadays to study Bible, Mishna and Talmud by contemporary Jewish interpreters who seek meaningful 
encounter with the old and sacred texts. Unlike philological reading, it is an involved way of reading, assuming the interpreted 
texts’ agency, taking responsibility on the influence of those texts to reality today. Among those are feminist readings.  

The biblical law of “the disloyal and defiant son” (Deut. 21, 18 – 21) which prescribes death penalty, appeared to the sages in 
the first centuries, immoral. But the Mishna and the Talmud show that the Bible founds sophisticated educational thinking. It is 
considered as an agent of educational responsibility. 

I will say something about the specific characteristics of feminist Midrash and will present a feminist interpretation of those 
classical texts on the disloyal son in Dorshot Tov 2. As one of the authors, I will show examples of the fruitful result of our feminist 
reading, both for the text and for contemporary Judaism. Using the methods used by the sages on the Torah, for the interpretation 
of the Mishna and Talmud, new insights and ideas appear for both the meaning of the text and the understanding of challenges 
in contemporary reality.  
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For quite some time now, the so-called "oriental cults" (Isis, Mithras, Mater Magna, Attis, Sabazios, Jupiter Dolichenus) have 
played an important role in the study of Roman religious history. If earlier scholars regarded these cults as separate "religions" 

alongside the Greco-Roman religion, the dominant paradigm of recent research has suggested that these cults must be 
considered within the context of Greco-Roman religion. The general term "oriental cults" has also been criticized: Why is the 
cult of Isis classed, for example, as an oriental cult, whereas the cult of Aphrodite, however, is not so regarded, although it is 

evident that this goddess has an ancient Near Eastern background? What links the gods and goddesses mentioned above with 
each other, apart from the fact, that they carry names that come from the East (as seen from the Greco-Roman point of view)? 

Do the cults of these gods and goddesses have a common characteristic and, if so, of what does that consist? The other 
important question concerns the continuity of these cults. While earlier scholars suggested that the Greeks and Romans 

adopted the abovementioned cults in the same form as they existed earlier in Asia Minor, Egypt, Syria, and Iran, contemporary 
research has abandoned this view. It is evident that all these cults were first created in the Greco-Roman world, but they were 
created around the figures of gods, who by their name were already known in ancient times in the Near and Middle East. Do 
these gods and goddesses of the new cults only have names in common with ancient Near and Middle Eastern deities, or do 
they share common characters and myths? Are there in these new cults, ritual elements that have been taken from ancient 

Near and Middle Eastern Religions? This session will discuss the above questions. 

 

One Oriental Goddess or Many? Divine Identity in Ancient and Modern Scholarship 

Ludwig Maisel 

Humboldt University of Berlin, Germany 

In modern scholarship of Mediterranean polytheism, there is still something of a tendency to lump together everything that seems 
"oriental", but to attribute this very modern Orientalism to the ancient sources—at least the Greco-Roman ones. A similar 
situations holds with the treatment of female deities, who are often conflated under near-meaningless terms like "Mother 
goddess" or "fertility goddess", ostensibly on the basis of ancient syncretism, while no comparably all-encompassing categories 
exist for male gods. Such sexist and Orientalist attitudes intersect in the treatment of "oriental" goddesses like Isis, Cybele and 
Atargatis, who are all too often called "forms" of a single "Oriental Goddess". This paper will compare modern scholarship of this 
kind with the ancient theological and antiquarian theories it is founded upon to show that the latter have been misunderstood or 
misrepresented, but also themselves are often founded on misrepresentation. This inquiry also leads to a more fundamental 
question about what it means for deities to be one, many, or many forms of one in the first place. Assumptions about the ontology 
of unity and identity that we have come to take for granted are apt to mislead us about what is or is not coherent. It will be shown 
that a discursive approach that makes minimal normative assumptions about how pantheons, worldviews or beliefs hold together 
and which strives to avoid interpretative interventions can still produce systematic and generalized knowledge about ancient 
theologies. 

 

Masks in the Oriental Cults according to Archaeological and Narrative Sources: Age of the Roman 
Empire 

Aleksey Panteleev 

St.-Petersburg State University, Russian Federation 

The report observes the use of masks in Oriental cults at the beginning of our era. Many scholars believe that the mysteries of 
the Hellenistic cults were adaptations of the original sacraments and more often they were innovations, introduced to increase 
the attractiveness of new religions for the ancient world. 

Probably, one of the purposes of the use of masks for initiations in Hellenistic cults was to introduce an Oriental flavor indicating 
the foreign origin and antiquity of these rituals. Thus they acquired special value in the eyes of believers. 

Anubis was closely associated with the religion of Isis. He was the god of the dead and conductor of the dead in the afterlife. He 
was depicted as a dog or a jackal, later a man with a dog's head. Evidences of the use of this mask in Roman times refer to the 
period from the 1st century BC to the 3rd century AD. Masks were used in the cult of Attis. This god had his own holidays, 
processions and mysteries, but we cannot say for sure when these masks were used: during worship services, processions or 
theatrical performances. The most interesting evidences of the use of masks refer to Mithraism. During initiations and cult 
meetings some believers wore masks of those birds and animals. 

We believe that the masks performed several functions in these cults: they demonstrated their connection with the alien tradition 
and emphasized the special Oriental wisdom contained in them; they created a new system of social relations based on the 
degree of initiation; masks could stimulate changing the state of human consciousness; finally, people in masks could feel the 
affiliation to a large community, headed by a god. We should also mention that masks were often associated with the deities 
connected with the afterworld. 

 

The cult of Magna Mater: integration and exclusion 

Nunzia Ciano 

WWU Münster, Germany 

The cult of Cybele, an “oriental cult” that Rome imported from Asia Minor, express how Roman power was extended to the East 
at the end of third century B. C. In Greece, the goddess was adopted with her Phrygian name Cybele, and identified with other 
Greek mother goddesses, while in Rome she was called by a Latin name, Magna Mater, and not identified with Roman 
goddesses. The incorporation of this cult in the Roman religious system shows on the one hand the Roman openness to foreign 
cults, and on the other the tension between what is Roman and what is not. It was especially the original rituals practiced to 
honour the goddess that were too wild in the eyes of the Romans, who therefore adopted a compromise solution: they allowed 



the Galli, eunuch priests of the goddess, to perform the cult in accordance with the original foreign practice, but they also adapted 
the cult to their own system through the very traditional Roman ludi, the ludi Megalenses. My paper will focus on the tension 
between the non-Roman ritual elements of the cult of Cybele and the sense of Romanness that Romans bestowed on the cult 
in order to render it acceptable. I will do so by analyzing the most significant literary sources for understanding how ritual aspects, 
characters and myths of the goddess were adopted / adapted in Roman religion und culture. Whereas the majority of literary 
texts reflects the dialectical fluctuation between rejection and integration of this foreign cult in Rome, Ovid (Fasti 4, 179-372) 
gives it a special Roman patina, identifying in the goddess the model of the most typically Roman female virtue, the chastity. 
Comparing chronologically literary sources will also allow me to investigate the significance of this cult for the republican and 
Augustan Roman mentality.  

 

Possible Associations Between Roman Mithras and Iranian Miθra 

Jaan Lahe 

Theological Institute of EELC, Estonia 

From the end of 19th century, when the Roman Mithras cult was first studied, a discussion about the cult’s links to the Mithracult 
in the Iranian religion has been on-going. Positions regarding the links between the Mithras cult and the Mithra cult can be divided 
into three groups: 1 the Roman Mithras cult is identical to the Iranian Mithra cult and thus the Mithras cult is an import from the 
Iranian cultural space; 2 the Roman Mithras cult is new and developed during the time of the Roman Empire and also integrated 
certain elements of Iranian religious heritage; 3 radical standpoint that views the Mithras cult as a cult that developed during the 
era of the new empire, but denies any associations between the Mithras cult and the Iranian Mithra cult, except the name of the 
god. The author of this paper is convinced that both the first and third positions have weak justifications. The author thus 
demonstrates, by relying on sources from Iranian and Roman culture, that the personality of Mithras in the Roman cult is very 
strongly associated with the personality of Mithrain Iranian religious heritage, which allows one to draw the conclusion that the 
Iranian Mithra served as the main prototype for the Roman Mithras 
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Religious education of Russian Old Believers in Latvia: a century-long experience of keeping interrupted 
traditions 

Maija Grizāne 

Daugavpils University, Latvia 

This presentation focuses on the practice of providing religious education in the community of Russian Old Believers in Latvia 
during the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st. 

After 1906, the Old Belief was approved as legal Christian confession and was able to found its first societies that began collecting 
previous cultural and religious experience with the purpose of unification of all split parishes and groups. During 1920s and 1930s 
the government of Latvia encouraged education of the teachers of religion, so that all Old Believers’ children would be able to 
get knowledge of their religious tradition in state schools and Old Believers themselves founded several public organisations that 
were active in publishing educational issues and arranging cultural events. The period of the USSR rule made religious education 
forbidden and only a few families were brave enough to continue the practice and pass it to the next generations. 

After restoration of independence of Latvia teaching religion at state schools became a debatable question, and for Old Believers 
– a challenge to restore their traditions of Sunday schools, religious schools, and family education. This presentation pays special 
attention to the restored Grebeshchikov’s Old Believers’ Spiritual School and its modern approach to religious education of both 
adult and young Old Believers. 

 

Transnational Educational Policies – Consequences for Religion in Education? 

Zrinka Stimac 

Georg Eckert Institute, Germany 

UNESCO, OSCE /ODIHR and the Council of Europe are developing normative concepts and learning plans traversing the 
interface between religion and education policy and in some cases are establishing competence centres to manage 
dissemination and implementation. These policies address interreligious as well as integrative religion education and view 
‘teaching about religion’ to be the primary (global) approach to general education on religion. 

As many studies have demonstrated there has been a shift in education policy from national governments towards international 
organisations which is accompanied by the standardisation of local education systems by global elites. In this process of self-
discovery and identification beyond national boundaries, which has also been described as a period of ‘second modernity’, the 
field of education becomes a focal point for negotiating religious understanding and for addressing social trends towards 
pluralisation and individualization. 

This presentation discusses following theoretical contexts to situate the topic: world polity/transnational education, securitization 
of religion in educational processes and the sacralization of international politics. It addresses the content of the policy papers 
used by the UNESCO, OSCE/ODIHR and the Council of Europe in order to identify the concepts from educational theory of 
which they make use in their engagement with issues of religion. The tools that various organizations use to influence education 
policy range from direct involvement in national affairs to indirect action through discursive interventions. Social relevance of the 
policy papers is reflected in the fact that the documents anticipate future society and are already being used to guide individual 
education policy decision-makers. 

 

The issue of religion/spirituality in psychology training programs 

Krisztina Barcsa 

University of Vienna, Hungary 

In Carl Gustav Jung's works, the question of how different is the religious and the psychological way of thinking and acting when 
it comes to solving mental issues is presented in several levels. Also, Jung makes a statement or rather a suggestion about how 
fruitful and proactive can be if psychologists and priests work together when it comes to treating a patient properly. Almost 90 
years passed since Jung made these statements, however, the issue has relevance even now. Since the early 2000s, several 
theoretical studies and research were born concerning this question. A significant number of these studies focusing on the 
importance of having education or knowledge in religion/spirituality as a psychologist. It is important to emphasize, that the 
meaning of "religion" and "spirituality" is applying the approach of religious studies, not the approach of theology in this context. 
Thus, when the terms of religion and spirituality is used, it mostly sees religion as an alive phenomenon within society. This 
phenomenon is attached to people. Every person has some kind of beliefs, and many of them consider themselves as religious. 
Therefore when the statement "Psychologists need more knowledge in religion/spirituality" is said, it means: if a psychologist 
educated in religious diversity and the religious specialties of society and the human's soul, they can provide a better and more 
complex treatment to those patients, whose problem is attached to religious issues (even if the patient does not consider himself 
religious at the time of the treatment). 

I wish to talk about the research history of this question in my presentation and suggest – through the example of psychological 
programs – the theoretical basics of an integrated model which can increase the involvement of religion/spirituality into other 
specific areas outside of the institutional frameworks. 

 

Religion in 50 years: Predictions and dreams of young people 

Olga Schihalejev 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

“The life will be comfortable enough so one do not have to bother oneself with religion. ”  

“Religion is a conservative animal, thus it is difficult to reform it in so short time.” 



Estonia has been viewed as one of the most secular countries in Europe. The last census in 2011 shows that 29% of the 
population aged 15 and over defined their religious affiliation, whereas this share was lower among young people (14% for 15-
19 years old), compared to older age groups (44% for 65 years and older). (Population and Housing Census 2011). Other 
research show growing popularity of semi religious practices (Uibu 2015, Remmel & Uibu 2015, Altnurme 2013). How do young 
people coming from this context vision future of religion? 

Young people from Estonia are asked to write an essay on the future of religion: “Religion in 50 years. Predictions and dreams”. 
The sample (100) will include students who have studied comparative religious education and those who have not done it. The 
essays will be analysed using relevant features (such as "categories used", "ideological words",, re-wordings and over-wordings", 
euphemisms, metaphors used, "us and them" etc. ) from Norman Fairclough's discourse analysis model (1989, 2001). Relying 
on Fairclough's critical discourse analysis method apparent and hidden attitudes and stands towards religion will be explored. 
Article will examine how young people with different educational experiences structure their thoughts and what discourses they 
use in thinking about the future of religion, what problems and prospects they see it brings to society? 50 years in terms of religion 
is a short time, but for young people a long period. The way they think about future of religion in their country in 50 years helps 
to explore how young people see religioon, disruptions and contionuations both in society as well as in religion. 
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Religions do not form an independent mosaic, but show a dynamic of interaction through contact, through the option of more 
competitive development models and by the identity of the human beings that use them as patterns of meaning, which makes 

the narrow framework of study of each culture and consolidates theoretical bridges with other cultures - neighbors or not. 
It has been possible to verify how in the past the cultures which have adapted in the most suitable way to the different 

ecological and contact challenges are the ones that have prospered, those which have been better known and whose common 
features have been more redundant. In contrast, cultures with less competitive religious characteristics in the face of the 

challenge of contact have disappeared or are known much worse. 
Today, globalization has brought into contact very different cultures and enhanced the outbreak of closed life models common 

among traditional societies. That is why religions that combine components of different creeds in a very dynamic way have 
arisen and continue to emerge. These are not syncretisms like those common in traditional and pre-agricultural societies based 

on acculturation or cultural destruction as a result of the clash between competing cultures. These are combinations of 
elements which come from different faiths and have as their goal, mostly, to achieve a perfect religion that satisfies both the 

aspirations of inner development and the construction of a non-conflictive global coexistence and models of explanation of the 
world adapted to the present time, like the Baha'i faith. 

Taking into account all these elements, the aim of this panel is to analyze the contact phenomena between religious systems 
of the past and present by applying the perspective and method of the History of Religions. The reasons why we propose a 

study of this phenomenon from the approach of the History of Religions are the following two. Firstly, because from this 
perspective, religious facts are cultural facts, neither are they timeless nor eternal, but they are inscribed in a defined historical 
framework which allows them to be explained to a large extent. Secondly, because the application of the method of the history 
of religions, the comparative method, makes it possible to build a bridge to overcome the temptation of religions – and those 
who study them - to understand themselves as unique and incomparable, relativizing information of a religious nature of a 
society by analyzing them in a profound way and allowing to relate different religions through the analysis of their common 

characteristics. 
This panel, organized by members of the Universidad Complutense de Madrid and Instituto Bíblico y Oriental, wants to be a 
tribute to the 25th anniversary of the creation of the Instituto Universitario de Ciencias de las Religiones of the Universidad 

Complutense de Madrid, the only existing research institute in the Spanish state university dedicated to the study of religions 
and a pioneer center in the teaching, study and dissemination of the History of Religions. 

 

A new chronology for the kings of Israel and Judah thanks to the translation of the Bible into Greek 

David Villar 

Universidad Complutense de Madrid, Spain 

One of the general concerns of the Hellenistic period was to reverence pre-Hellenistic traditions. Within the Greek culture this 
materialized with the elaboration of an authorized list of pre-Hellenistic authors and an attention in the standarization of texts of 
their works. Scribes in cultures under Greek rule often said that the literature of their own people was superior than that of the 
Greeks. The pearl of Judeo-Hellenistic literature was the translation of the Torah into Greek in the times of Ptolemy II 
Philadelphus. The result was a literary work with its own value that supplanted the Hebrew Bible in the Jewish community of the 
Egyptian Diaspora. 

It is important to note that this translation implies a fixed text which deserves being translated into Greek, in analogy with the 
Torah. The Greek translator, for each book, considered its Hebrew textual basis to be the correct text. Then, the Hebrew base 
of the Greek text was probably supported in the highest religious spheres and academically estimated. 

Nowadays we know, thanks to the discovery of Qumran manuscripts, that in the books of Samuel and Kings the Hebrew Vorlage 
of the text translated into Greek was different from the Hebrew text that has arrived to the present time, the Masoretic text. The 
great differences, especially in 1 Kings 2-14, are comparable to those given in Jeremiah and other books. 

These differences are the cause of the most irritating problem that occurs when comparing the Greek text and the Hebrew of 
Kings, that of the different chronological data of both texts, specifically the access to the reign and length of kings´reign of Israel 
and Judah, which we will approach in this communication. To do this, we will discuss the existing variants and explain the work 
methodology that should be followed to identify the oldest ones. 

 

Some reflections on Qumran dualism 

E. Macarena Garcia Garcia 

Universidad Complutense de Madrid, Spain 

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947 marked a milestone in the study of the Judaism of the Hellenistic age. Although 
the edition of the manuscripts is already finished, some debates about the interpretation of their content remain otherwise open. 
In this context, the following paper will focus on one of the most celebrated texts found in Qumran: the Two Spirits Treatise (1QS 
3:13-4:26). According to it, all creation is due to God’s hand, who placed within man two spirits: the spirit of truth and the spirit of 
deceit. Both are related at the same time to the Prince of Light and the Angel of Darkness, in a way that different levels of dualism 
(anthropological, ethical, cosmological) are mixed along the text. 

The relevance of this account resides in its uniqueness. Parallels to some details or motifs could be found in Biblical tradition, 
but not a development of dualism in the same degree. Nevertheless, Hellenism implied a cultural continuum that brought new 
ideas to Judaism from Greece and surrounding cultures. The Avesta offers us the clearest parallel, where the main god Ahura 
Mazda has two twin sons, Spenta Mainyu and Angra Mainyu, both created by him and associated with good and evil. The 
difficulties of dating this Persian text as well as its multiple variants have lead part of the researchers to leave this comparative 
aside in the last decades. However, the association of this tradition with other of the key elements of the Qumran account, the 
opposition light-darkness, is held some centuries later by Plutarch, following Theopompus’ information. Given that the Dead Sea 
Scrolls date from the Graeco-Roman period, the purpose of this paper is to analyze the possibility of a Persian influence on the 
text through a mediation by Hellenistic sources. 



 

Manufacturing an in-between deity: the case of Sarapis in Hellenistic Egypt 

Efstathia Dionysopoulou 

University of Strasbourg, France 

The cult of Sarapis first appears in Egypt under the Ptolemies at the very beginning of the third century BCE. Most frequently, 
the scholars in order to shed light on the origin of such an invention present the god as a Greek version, an « interpretatio graeca 
» of the Memphite god, Osiris-Apis. This unilateral process which intends to identify a particular god of the Greek pantheon with 
another one who comes from a foreign religious system does not seem, however, to fit with the establishment of the Sarapis 
cult, since the god does not exist in the Greek religion before the Hellenistic period. In recent years, several studies tending to 
reveal the cultural and political duality of the Ptolemaic kingdom have taken into account the bidirectional cultural interactions 
that were a central part of lived reality in Hellenistic Egypt. This paper aims to present the founding of the Sarapis cult as the 
outcome of contact and mutual influences between the two major cultural environments and religious systems in Hellenistic 
Egypt. For this purpose, it will adopt the analytical category of « Middle Ground », as it is defined by Richard White for the study 
of Indian-European relations in the Great Lakes during 17th and 18th centuries. The paper seeks to unveil the patchwork of 
Greco-Egyptian long-established traditions and creeds that were mobilized for the development of this new cult. It aims to present 
Sarapis as part of the attempt to built beneficial relations between Egyptian elites and Ptolemies and to establish a legitimating 
identity for the new sovereigns of Egypt in terms recognizable both to the Greek and Egyptian subjects.  
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Religion as a Path 

Antoaneta Nikolova 

Leipzig University/South West University, Bulgaria, Germany 

The paper aims at studying a phenomenon that recently is getting a wider popularity in Europe, namely the tendency of 
Europeans to follow teachings and practices with Far-East origin. 

How can we define this phenomenon? What is the place of these teachings in the context of contemporary Western religiosity? 
Are they religions? These questions will be regarded in three aspects. First, the specifics of these teachings according to their 
origin. Second, their specifics within the European environment. Third, the way their European devotees perceive them. 

My analysis is based on both theoretical considerations and field studies with groups of followers of Eastern teachings in Bulgaria, 
Germany, and Ireland that I conduct as a Marie Sklodowska-Curie fellow. Taking into account the terms within the Eastern 
cultures that correspond to the Western term “religion” as well as the observations during my field studies, I propose to consider 
the term “path” as an adequate term describing the way the Eastern teachings exist in Europe. First of all, this term corresponds 
to the terms used in the respective Eastern cultures. Second, it conveys the way the Western followers consider their practices. 
Third, it expresses the dynamism of functioning of these teachings within contemporary Europe, where their followers usually 
freely move from one teaching to another, combining them in their own unique ways. 

 

Multiple Religious Belonging in Light of Russian Exclusivism 

Elizabete Taivane 

University of Latvia, Latvia 

It is common knowledge that religious syncretism and hence multiple religious belonging is an obvious aspect of Asian religiosity. 
Nowadays the notion of dual and multi-religious belonging is also used in the context of the Western cultural environment. 
European experts in the field, such as Joantine Berghuijs and Steve Bruce, try to elaborate the criteria determining the adequate 
usage of the term in one or another context. The most important criteria are the definition of ‘religion’ and that of ‘belonging’, as 
well as the compatibility of beliefs. 

Russian experts in Religious Studies are not acquainted with the notion of multiple religious belonging, nevertheless they are 
aware of contact and interrelation among different cultures and religious traditions. They question if new synthetic forms of 
religiosity combining the aspects of Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism etc. are possible. The question of compatibility of 
different religious traditions is joined by the criterion of the authentic religious experience that, in its turn, is determined by 
definition of religion as a phenomenon sui generis. According to Russian researchers there is a whole list of arguments why 
religious hybridity is not possible. In the present paper considerations of the four prominent Russian experts in Religion will be 
mentioned. An Indologist V.K. Shohin argues that the implicit task of any interreligious dialogue is proselitism. S.S. Horuzhy, 
primarily making researches in Hesychasm and phenomenology of religion, proposes a discussion about the incompatibility of 
anthropological models, about transmission of religious tradition and about the so called virtual religion. V.V. Shmits, an expert 
in state and religion communication, refers to the destruction of semiotic chains, whereas a specialist in Islamic studies A.V. 
Smirnov insists upon incontestable difference among cultural paradigms and their philosophical implications. It is obvious that 
the position of mentioned scholars is influenced by Russian Orthodox holistically oriented exclusivism. 

 

Barangaroo and New Maps of Meaning: Psychogeography as an Innovative Methodology for 
Understanding New Sacred Space 

Raymond Radford 

University of Sydney, Australia 

The Situationist Internationale (SI) was intended, according to French philosopher Guy Debord, as a way to re-appropriate art 
from what he deemed ‘the spectacle,’ an all-pervasive system designed to commodify art and blind people to reality. Debord’s 
philosophical programme continues into the twenty-first century, adapted and absorbed within myriad new expressions of 
exploration. This paper proposes that the usage of SI philosophy, particularly that of the dérive, or drifting through environments, 
is a tool that can be adapted for methodological observation of both actors and their participation within the creation of ‘sacred’ 
sites. Drifting permitted the SI to ‘create their own maps of meaning’ within the urban landscape of Paris. These maps were 
designed to reclaim Paris from the spectacle for those who knew how to read the cityscape against the grain, creating new 
sacred spaces for a select few.  

By utilising Debord and the SI philosophy of both the derive and new maps of meaning, this paper will explore the new parklands 
of Barangaroo, in Sydney Australia. Using these ideas in a religious studies context will allow for observation of actors creating 
narratives within a spatial area as they move through it. These actors come with their own set of emotions and histories that will 
guide their responses to space and place. Barangaroo is utilised as a case study as it represents the situationist philosophy, in 
that at one point it consisted of derelict warehouses, built on First Nation sacred lands, which have now been razed in order to 
construct the spectacle in the form of glass high rises, expensive restaurants and a new casino. Thus, it now conveys a new 
map of meaning, no longer a place of ruin, or of sacred Indigenous tradition, it has new purpose and a new way of being viewed. 

 
  



S123: Contemporary Religious Trends in Europe 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 110 

Session Chair: James Matthew White 

Continuity and disruptions in political and socio-legal constructions of hate crimes in Finland 

Malin Sofia Fredriksson 

Åbo Akademi University, Finland 

This paper examines constructions of racially and religiously-motivated hate crimes in the criminal justice system in contemporary 
Finland. Approximately 90 % of all reported hate crimes in Finland target victims because of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. 
In recent years, policing and monitoring hate crime has been on the agenda of policy-makers and law enforcement agencies in 
many European and Nordic countries. The judicial measures, which criminalize hate-motivated acts, are perceived as important 
means to combat prejudice, xenophobia and racism, since they maintain ideals of equality and societal cohesion in multicultural 
and multireligious societies. However, the political, symbolical aim and the actual implementation of hate crime statutes do not 
necessarily meet. 

Based on an interdisciplinary approach combining perspectives from the humanities, criminology, and legal studies, this paper 
elaborates on the relevance of cultural and ethical categories in constructing the boundaries of hate crime. Initially, it explores 
the political discourse around the penalty enhancement statute concerning hate motive (Penal Code, chap 6. sec. 5 § 4),which 
came into force in 2004, and continues with examples of the socio-legal construction of hate crimes in the criminal justice 
processing a decade later – and the disruptions between these. A major challenge in policing and criminal justice processing of 
hate crime is to recognize the ordinariness and naturalization of xenophobia and racism. Hate motives rooted in prejudice, 
xenophobia and racism are difficult to prove, since these are perceived as subjective and temporary, rather than part of broader 
socio-cultural processes. By examining continuity and disruptions in the political and socio-legal constructions of hate crimes in 
Finland, this paper sheds light on some of the challenges of implementing hate crime legislation in a multireligious society and 
its consequences for the credibility of current hate crime policies. 

 

Fate, spells and evil eye: folk beliefs and psychology of free will 

Vilius Dranseika 

Vilnius University, Lithuania 

Currently, empirical research on folk theories of freedom of the will tends to proceed in the following way: study participants 
receive experimental vignettes that describe certain types of hypothetical universes – these universes differ in whether causal 
determinism holds in them; and then participants are asked questions about agents in those universes: whether their actions – 
particular or in abstract – are free, whether these agents can be held morally responsible etc. (e.g. Nahmias et al. 2005; Nichols 
& Knobe 2007; Cova & Kitano 2014). Vast majority of these studies interpret causal determinism as scientific causal determinism, 
often couched in terms of physical causal history of the universe, and sometimes with an explicit possibility to predict human 
behaviour from the causal history of their brain states. 

However, people in even the most secular societies exhibit a wide range of beliefs that diverge from both natural scientific 
worldview and doctrinal teachings of religions that historically shaped those societies. For example, recent study by Pew 
Research Centre indicates that in Estonia – one of the most secular societies in Europe – almost two thirds of population believe 
in fate, almost half believe in evil eye, and approximately one third – in reincarnation. 

In this paper, I suggest that research on folk theories of freedom of the will should be more open to other types of causal (e.g. 
karmic or just-world) or teleological (e.g. based on a notion of fate or destiny) determinism. I argue that this refined focus would 
give us a better grasp of how people conceptualize and deal with issues of insecurity and control in their lives. 

 

Blurred Boundaries: Religion in Professional Practice in Norway 

Cato Christensen1, Therese Dille2 
1Oslo Metropolitan University; 2University of South-Eastern Norway 

In Norway, some of the most extensive public debates over the last decade have dealt with the role of religion in professional 
settings. For instance, in 2009 there was debate as to whether the Muslim headscarf, hijab, should be allowed as part of the 
police uniform. In 2014 there was a debate over whether physicians, for reasons of religious «conscience”, should have the 
opportunity to be exempt from referring women to abortion. In 2018, there was wide news coverage of the case where a teacher 
adhering to Islam refused to shake hands with women. Irrespective of the outcome of these cases, they go to show that the 
relationship between professionalism and religion is both complex and somewhat ambiguous. 

Against the backdrop of debates such as these, this paper aims to outline some tendencies regarding the role of religion in 
professional settings. Besides questions of the religiosity of professional practitioners themselves, this includes the more general 
question of how to deal with the religion of others professionally. This question is pertinent to a number of different professional 
groups, not just explicitly “religious professions”. Physicians, police officers, nurses, teachers, dentists, customs officers, physical 
therapists all may encounter religion in their line of work. This may be in the form of the religiosity of patients, pupils, clients, 
users, etc., or in the form of colleagues whom have and signify a religious identity. Despite this, religion tends to be somewhat 
under-thematized in most professional educations. Focusing on the Norwegian context, the paper combines media analysis with 
impressions from teaching religion to various professional groups as part of continuing education programs. The latter puts to 
the fore how religion is represented and acted upon in various professional settings. 

 

Religion-Based Refugee Claims in Trans-National Perspective: Asylum Cases Involving The Church of 
The Almighty God 

Massimo Introvigne1, James T Richardson2, Rosita Soryte3 
1CESNUR, Italy; 2University of Nevada Reno, USA; 3Observatory of Religious Liberty of Refugees, Lithuania 



Major controversies have arisen in the United States, in Europe, and in many other countries over how to deal with those seeking 
asylum from persecution in their home countries. The issue has caused political turmoil as demonstrated by the reaction to 
asylum cases adjudicated by the European Court of Human Rights involving the 47 nations of the Council of Europe and by the 
controversies within the United States. This presentation will focus on a large subset of asylum cases involving several thousand 
members of The Church of the Almighty God (CAG) who have fled China and sought asylum claiming religious persecution in 
over two dozen countries. Simply being a member of the CAG in China is a criminal offense which can result in harsh penalties 
including incarceration and “reeducation”. These cases demonstrate the complicated politics of asylum seeking resulting from 
pressure Chinese authorities bring to bear on nations considering asylum for CAG members. This pressure from Chinese 
government coupled with domestic concerns over granting asylum has resulted in varying success for CAG asylum seekers. 
Reasons for the variation will be examined, along with the implications of this situation for religious freedom and human rights.  

 
  



S126C: Materiality of Religion III 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 9:15am - 11:15am  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 428 

Session Chair: Tõnno Jonuks 

Religion is usually studied from the narrative sources, focusing on what someone believes. However, many religious practices 
are somehow associated with material items, such as objects of veneration, aids of rituals or personal talismans. However, 

these objects are often used only as illustrations in religious studies, even though they might really be central for the 
practitioners. 

Material objects may tell a different story about religion - how are/were the objects used and how is/was religion lived? Material 
objects can also help with dating certain religious phenomena and through this give a different perspective than spoken 
religion. But the most essential is the materiality itself – physical objects that help to understand and remember, use and 

express religiosity. 
This session welcomes presentations from a broad selection of topics where material objects in religion are discussed. The 

selection is not limited to institutional religions or practices, but also welcomes examples of vernacular practices, such as the 
use of relics, talismans, magical objects, biographies of religious objects, concealed and sacrificed objects, or the simultaneous 

usage of the same object in official and vernacular practices. Approaching religion from the perspective of material objects 
enables us to highlight new aspects, which sometimes go hand in hand with the textual aspects of religiosity, but sometimes 

give a significantly different picture. 

 

Ritual handling and human-thing entanglement in Finnish folk magic 

Sonja Hukantaival 

Åbo Akademi University, Finland 

This paper has two aims: First, it discusses evidence on how objects were handled and used in Finnish folk magic rituals and 
second, it tests if Ian Hodder’s human-thing entanglement theory can be adapted when discussing folk magic practices. The 
discussion focuses on the folk magic collections of the National Museum of Finland. This collection has formed in connection to 
the late 19th–early 20th-century effort to collect and preserve Finland’s cultural heritage. Many of these objects are part of the 
ritual paraphernalia of cunning folk (mainly healers) who died without an apprentice. Other objects have been sold to the museum 
by inheritors who no longer believed in the power of the objects used by parents or grandparents. In this connection, the focus 
is on descriptions of how the objects were used or handled and on visible use-wear. 

The meaning of objects is often seen through how they are useful to humans or what kind of symbolism people attach to them. 
Thus, human subjects dominate material objects. Can the matter be approached differently? In his human-thing entanglement 
theory, Hodder discusses how humans depend on things, things depend on other things, and things depend on humans. This 
theory attempts to avoid the extremes of materialism and idealism, objectivism and subjectivism; it incorporates agency while at 
the same time de-centers the human. When discussing folk magic one can look at how humans depend on magical objects, 
magical objects depend on other objects, and magical objects depend on humans. 

 

Magical items in Vepsian herding magic 

Madis Arukask 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

For the peoples of the NW Russia, including Vepsians, important source of subsistence traditionally has been herding at the 
forest pastures. Responsible for the community’s livestock has been a herdsman, who has made seasonal magical contract with 
the forest spirit. According to that the forest spirit has to keep away predators from the herd. The herdsman’s task has been not 
to break particular taboos (related to social and sexual behaviour, daily works and actions) fixed in the agreement. Violation of 
taboos has caused the loss of livestock, in some cases the forest spirit or “forest people” have punished herdsman physically or 
even killed him. 

Usually some physical items are involved with the agreement. These things serve as carriers of the agreement and the 
herdsman’s task has been to keep them away from other people. That may be a signal instrument, belt or staff. The agreement 
can be related also with other items like a padlock, what has been hidden by herdsman somewhere in forest after the contract 
has made at the beginning of herding season. All these items are like magical talismans, forbidden for others, keepers of the 
agreement between forest and human society. 

The witness of herdsman’s competence has been a special letter. Usually it is a text written in the booklet or on a sheet of paper. 
In that kind of text fragments of the Russian Orthodox prayers, obligations for herdsman etc. can combine. These texts from the 
one hand are “certificates” about herdsman’s competence and relevance for his work, at the same time they are part of his 
magical paraphernalia. As the verbal magic (charms) in the traditional culture can also be taken as a physical phenomenon, I 
deal with some stories about that kind of texts what I have collected in my field expeditions. 

 

Materialization of the sacred in Mari Kumaltish rites 

Jan Podloboshnikov 

University of Bologna, Italy 

The Mari traditional worship practices have been subjects to scholarly interest since the 17th century of which literary testimonies 
remain. The 19th century ethnographers shifted attention from recording observations to conceptualizing a homogeneous 
religious phenomenon fit to serve their analytic purposes. However, the analysis of ethnographic material of the 17th-20th century 
reveals historical and territorial divergences in pantheon and mythology great enough to question the existence of common 
tradition. The author of this paper shifts attention to purely ritual side of religion. By means of participation in kumaltish (sacrificial 
rites), observations, historical analysis, interviews this paper demonstrates that the worship rites although varying in content, 
preserve structural homogeneity throughout time and stand out as linking and unifying element. Different aspects of sacrifice can 
be noticed during these rites (gift, communication, communion, social) neither of which seems central. However, the way in which 
the sacred is created, perceived, treated and transmitted is probably the most significant and universal element preserved 
through time. Participants get engaged in the process of production of the sacred from the moment the victim is dedicated. 



Everything from food to the remnants acquire special value as a result of this practice. Numerous prohibition come into power 
and story telling is the main mechanism of imposition and transmission of these taboos. Such stories demonstrate how sacred 
things being mistreated turn into source of misfortune. If sacrifice eliminates the border between sacred and profane, material 
objects become that very bridge that connect the two opposite realms. In this respect sacrificial rites can be considered as ways 
of materialization of the sacred. By means of rituals divine power is supposed to enter the tangible objects and hence acquire 
the ability to influence those who come in contact with them. Sacrificial rites is the place where magic and religion harmonically 
fuse. 

 
  



Keynote 6: Timothy Insoll – Continuations and Disruptions in African 
Religions and Ritual Practices from an Archaeological Perspective 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 11:45am - 1:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Assembly Hall 
Session Chair: Tõnno Jonuks 

Continuations and Disruptions in African Religions and Ritual Practices from an Archaeological 
Perspective 

Timothy Insoll 

University of Exeter, United Kingdom 

Drawing upon field research completed in Ghana and Ethiopia this lecture will consider how both continuity and disruption in 
African religions and ritual practices are evident archaeologically in varied contexts. Shrines are a focus of religious beliefs and 
ritual practices in northern Ghana. Archaeology indicates that some can have continuous trajectories of use lasting over several 
centuries but this may also be punctured by disruption, the vicissitudes of warfare, politics, famine, disease, and frequently 
difficult to assess where historical sources are limited or non-existent, but also disruption caused by materiality, through 
encounters with new objects, materials, and substances that have to be incorporated into existing religious beliefs and ritual 
practices - via reactive materiality. This will be examined with reference to the Talensi Tong Hills and Koma Land. Human-animal 
relations can also be a significant component structuring male identity and aspects of ritual practice amongst the Mursi in south-
west Ethiopia. This is manifest through the relationship between adult males and favourite oxen who are physically transformed 
via branding, cutting, and adornment into unique creatures. Continuity in these practices is suggested by Late Stone Age rock 
art imagery, but again disruption, and reactive materiality, has to be recognised. Finally, the significance of this material for 
considering religious continuations and disruptions in other contexts will be briefly evaluated. 

 
  



S009: Toward an Aesthetics of the Secular 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 212 

Session Chair: Stefan Binder 

During the last two decades, the relationship between religion and the secular as well as questions of materiality, mediation, 
and aesthetics have become major themes within interdisciplinary scholarship on religion. This panel seeks to bring both 

developments together by exploring the analytical potential and the methodological challenges of an “aesthetics of the secular” 
within the framework of the study of religion. This year’s conference theme—“continuations and disruptions”—points directly at 

a fundamental issue within current debates about the historical and conceptual relationships between the religious and the 
secular: is the secular merely a transformed continuation of religion? Is it the result of a qualitative rupture with the past? Or, 
are both the co-dependent results of a more fundamental episteme of colonial modernity? And how can these questions help 

to theorize better what has been understood as “modernization”? 
This panel approaches these and related questions by proposing an aesthetic approach as a methodological lens focusing on 

perceptual regimes in specific social, political, historical, and cultural contexts. It is, after all, not coincidental that the turn 
toward an aesthetic approach to religion is more or less contemporaneous with a renewed interest in matters of secularity, 

especially after copious deconstructions of the modernist secularization paradigm. A common theme in both developments has 
been the critique of a modern and supposedly secular tendency to construe religions primarily as disembodied, intellectual, 

and textual phenomena concerned with either questions of meaning and belief or as a matter of a personal, ineffable 
experience. While the critical scholarship on the secular/modern remaking of religion has been immensely productive in 

uncovering the hitherto neglected aesthetic dimensions of lived religions, it has fared less well in disentangling the study of 
secularity from normative accounts of disembodied reason. 

 

“Beating Evolution: Transhuman Bodies and an Aesthetics of Absolute Progress” 

Alexandra Grieser 

Trinity College Dublin, Ireland 

In both public and scholarly discourse, the movement of Transhumanism has been linked with religion in several ways: be it as 
a danger to Christian concepts of what makes a human being, or be it as a warning that it acts itself as a new Techno-Religion 
that is about to take over the world. Since the 1990s, a growing body of research has discussed the neglect of the biological 
human body in transhumanist visions. The sources used, however, are mainly texts produced by the protagonists of the 
movement, which then are compared with philosophies or theologies, applying exegetical or argument-analytical methodologies. 

As important as these analyses are, they often tend to take the denial of the body as a starting point, and the claim that we will 
soon put an end to the dependency on biological evolution by giving up biological bodies completely. While these claims can be 
explained by psychoanalytical concepts such as Promethean shame and the “rejection of the ugly” in cults of a clean beauty, 
these analyses seem to underestimate that denying the body often puts the body at the center of attention rather than really 
neglecting it, creating a medium that makes a disembodied existence a plausible option. 

By focusing on the body design in texts, visual culture and practices, this paper aims to show how the body is an object of both 
denial and desire in Trans- and Posthumanism, and that accounting for aesthetic forms makes visible how this impacts on 
everyday practice. The question whether the technical body is always a “secular body” shall help to discuss Transhumanism as 
one of many responses to current crises; its claim of being both a disruption and a continuity of the history of humankind; and 
what is gained when Transhumanism is labelled a new religion. 

 

The aesthetics of atheism: Secular activism as an “aesthetic politics” of rupture and continuity 

Stefan Binder 

Georg-August-University of Göttingen, Germany 

On the basis of a case study on organized atheist activism in Southern India, this paper explores an aesthetic approach to 
nonreligion by conceptualizing secular difference as an aesthetic quality and a matter of form or figuration. The paper furthermore 
probes the potential of such an aesthetic approach for opening up a postcolonial and global perspective on secularity. It does so 
by showing how, in their attempts at making secular difference perceptible, atheist activists engage not only with religion but a 
wide array of other social structures, cultural repertoires, and historical narratives, which take us beyond the religious/secular 
binary as retraced in European intellectual history. 

 
  



S025B: Distance and Closeness. Areas of Religious Discourses II 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 227 

Session Chair: Anna Gomóła 
Session Chair: Kamila Gęsikowska 

The presented two-part session is an interdisciplinary proposal. Representatives of various academic disciplines (such as 
religious studies, culturology, literary studies, and linguistics), will be discussing the problem of distance and closeness in 

religious discourses, the ways, forms, and purposes of their expression, as well as the functions they serve in various cultural 
formations. A vast and multiperspective understanding of distance and closeness will be adapted. A reflection on them will be 

applied in the context of time and space, differences – i.a. ethnical and classes, as well as in the human–God relation. The 
research materials used by the authors consist of texts that are considered to be sacred, religious poetry, materials gathered 
during fieldwork, and theoretical reflection derived from the religious studies. The papers were chosen in a way that allows 

depiction of the diverse spectrum of possible cases. 

The first paper in this part of the session will be dwelling with the distance in time and the religious types of the collective 
memory (author: Marta Wójcicka). The next two papers will be focused on the religious studies reflection in the context of 
linguistics. The first one (author: Małgorzata Rygielska) will be presenting the early Polish religious studies terminology (in 

reference to the French lexis); this paper will be also tracking an important for the 18th and 19th century class tension between 
the “enlightened” classes and the people, and thus the author shall focus on such terms as “superstitions”. Historically, 

research in linguistics had a considerable impact on the formation of the religious studies reflection – to this problem, mainly in 
the reference to the Polish researchers, will be dedicated another paper (author: Henryk Hoffmann). 

 

Past in the present. On religious types of collective memory 

Marta Wójcicka 

Maria Curie Skłodowska University in Lublin, Faculty of Humanities, Poland 

The paper refers to the concept of a memory genre proposed by J. Olicka on the ground of memory studies. The interpretation 
of the past has always been shaped (and limited) by a genre (of speech). The genre of memory treated as a particular form of 
memory, a “pattern of speaking [about the past], structured as a complex of conventions, within, or against are created and 
received are particular statements” (Olicka 2007). Therefore, a question could be asked: what (what future? what is its image?) 
and how they remember the religious forms of memory such as litany, prayer (conventional as well as private), sermon, or 
pastoral. 

 

Distance or closeness, reason or superstitions? Religious studies terminology in the Enlightenment 
period - chosen examples 

Małgorzata Rygielska 

University of Silesia/Faculty of Philology, Poland 

The distance and closeness indicated in the session and paper’s title will concern the following problems connected with the 
religious studies terminology in the Enlightenment period: distance of the contemporary researchers towards the Enlightenment 
period categories (such as: reason, superstition, apotheosis of the reason); distance between the religious behaviours of the 
nobility and religious behaviours of the people, as well as the distance caused by social hierarchy (or tension within it) between 
the “enlightened,” and the people, which in the opinion of the former should be educated and catechised. Of interest to me wi ll 
be also: close and far ways of perceiving and understating of the world within the particular estates of the realm, the nobility and 
the peasants (reason, and various categories of rationality) and their reflection in the religious studies terminology. An important 
undertaken research problem will be also the differences between the religious studies terminology in various languages (Polish, 
English, and French).  

 

The influence of linguistics research on formation of the religious studies 

Henryk Hoffmann, Ivana Uhliarová 

University of Pardubice, Czech Republic 

In culture sacrum is expressed in many ways and manifests on many planes. In the most profound way sacrum appears in belief 
systems referred to as religions. It is therefore natural that its analyses require a varied approach, and it is difficult to point at a 
branch of humanities or social sciences which, to a greater or lesser degree, not be connected with study of religion. However 
three sciences, theology, philosophy or religion, and religious studies, have a similar trait – religion is one of their (most important) 
research subject. 

Religious studies were established in the Western Europe (mainly in the theological faculties), during the reign of positivism and 
evolutionism. Religious studies were preceded by a myth studies approach called Comparative mythology. 

It developed during the romanticism period, and its followers, F. Creuzer, J. J. Goerres, F. Ch. Baur, A. Kuhn – also in early 
stages F.M. Müller – saw a symbolic form of communication of deep philosophical truths. They interpreted mythology and the 
symbolic systems of the ancient, and so called “primitive” people, as a “hieroglyphic” revelation. 

Earlier (and parallel), development of other humanities, including ethnology, archaeology, as well linguistics, and bible studies, 
also had a tremendous impact on the establishment of religious studies. Bible studies in their traditional sense are a theological 
science (although not always confessional), however, they require, besides the theological education, also linguistic 
qualifications. 

The famous linguist and Sanskrit researcher F.M. Müller is acknowledged to be the father of comparative religious studies, but 
a considerable impact on its formation was also caused by a turbulent development of the bible studies (on Old and New 
Testament). Especially the Naturmythologie current scholars proved to be important for it (besides F. Müller, H. Usener, A. de 
Gubernatis, and G.W. Cox), and religionsgeschichtliche Schule (A. Eichhorn, W. Bousset, H. Gunkel, R. Reitzenstein, A. 
Bertholet). 
  



S037A: Discursive Strategies and Ritual Practices: Inventions, Continuities, 
Ruptures (Tibetan-Mongolian and Mongolian Cases) 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 214 
Session Chair: Karénina Kollmar-Paulenz 

This panel explores the religious dynamics in the Tibetan and Mongolian cultural regions, taking into account historical as well 
as present-day developments. The Buddhist traditions of Tibet and Mongolia have been so closely intertwined for many 

centuries that many scholars considered Mongolian Buddhism merely a copy of Tibetan Buddhism. On the other hand, Tibet 
has been studied as a homogenous Buddhist religious field, and the complex interweaving of indigenous and Buddhist 
religious practices has often been ignored. Such approaches neglected the many heterogenous voices that define the 

Mongolian and Tibetan religious fields, and combine indigenous, Buddhist, Bon, and other religious concepts and practices. 
This panel examines Tibetan and Mongolian discursive strategies and ritual practices in their changing political, social and 
economic contexts, paying special attention to the multiple interrelations between institutionalized and vernacular religious 

discourses and practices. Starting from a functional understanding of religion, which considers religion as a cultural strategy of 
dealing with contingency, and therefore as a necessarily fluid category, it explores intellectual discourses and everyday 

practices with a special focus on the innovations in the midst of continuity, as well as the ruptures and changes. The case 
studies presented in this panel aim to prepare the ground for more general conclusions about which aspects of religious 

traditions are more prone to changes and adaptations and which resist such transformation processes. 

 

Tibetan Buddhism In the Construction of the Mongolian Identity: Reactions of Monks, Politicians and 
Nationalistic Groups to the Visit of the 14thDalai Lama to Mongolia 

Iuliia Liakhova 

University of Bern, Switzerland 

In November, 2016 the Dalai Lama paid his most recent visit to Mongolia. This religious event entailed a tough response from 
the Chinese government. The apology issued by the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Mongolia to the Chinese government together 
with the following visit of some important Mongolian monks to China provoked a discussion about Mongolia’s independence from 
China and from Tibetan cultural and religious influence. 

The process of the rethinking of different religious practices and local beliefs had taken place in Mongolia after the lift of the ban 
on religious activities in 1990. This constant rethinking and recreation of the Mongolian religion, with its connections to 
nationalism and the identity formation continues today. The process of the redefinition of the notion of “Mongolian Buddhism” 
and its interrelations with “Tibetan Buddhism” takes place in the media, some actions of the Mongolian government, and in local 
practices. The analysis of the discursive strategies used in the intense discussion about the 14th Dalai Lama's visit to Ulaanbaatar 
allows us to capture these significant shifts and transformations in the understanding of the notion of “Mongolian Buddhism” and 
“Mongolian national religion” and to observe the changing connections between Mongolian politics, nationalist ideas, and religion. 

 

From the Tibetan burial ground to the Mongolian steppe: Reinventing a Buddhist ritual practice in 
Mongolia today 

Karénina Kollmar-Paulenz1, Alevtina Solovyeva2 
1Bern University, Switzerland; 2Tartu University, Etsonia 

This paper highlights the transformation processes that Tibetan Buddhism has undergone in the Mongolian regions, paving the 
way for a Mongolization of Buddhism. This goal is pursued by an analysis of the historical and current discourses and practices 
of the ritual tradition of "cutting off" (Tib. gcod, Mo. luijin) in the Mongolian regions. 

After the collapse of the socialist regime, intensive processes of religious revival came to the fore in Mongolia. Tibetan-Mongolian 
Buddhism, together with shamanic practices, started to make an impact on individual religious life and emerged in the public 
arena. After the long “atheist disruption” that included violent persecutions against religious specialists, the process of revival is 
multi-layered and complex, combining restoration with change and modifications. 

Over the last ten years the ritual practice of luijin became very popular and spread all over Mongolia, adopting new meanings 
and functions. The ritual itself and its accompanying discursive practices are characterized by high flexibility and diversity that 
might reflect the specific period of religious rebuilding. This flexibility concerns the forms of ritual performance, the number of 
performers, their gender, religious school affiliation. It also reflects on the customers, be they individuals or groups. Moreover, 
the discursive practices that center around the ritual are open to negotiation. These practices include the ways of becoming a 
luijinch (a performer of luijin),the forms of learning and initiation, as well as the narratives about visionary experience during the 
ritual. 

Based on written Tibetan and Mongolian language sources and ethnographical data collected in different parts of Mongolia over 
the period from 2006 to 2018, the paper explores the continuities and changes the ritual underwent from its appearance on the 
Mongolian religious landscape in the 17th century to its rediscovery in the late 20th century and reinvention in the first decades of 
the 21st century. 

 

The Genealogy of the Ongon Discourse: between indigenous epistemology and Buddhist re-
interpretations 

Piotr Sobkowiak 

Universität Bern, Switzerland 

The belief in ongons (Mn. ongγod) among the Mongols is usually linked to the non-Buddhist religious practises, such as, for 
example, ancestor worship or spirit-mastering and divination performed by cult specialists. Historically, the ongons, as the 
symbols of “wrong” practises, became one of the “targets” for the missionary activities accompanying the advance of the Buddhist 
teaching into the lands of the Mongols. Starting from the late 16th century the physical manifestations of the ongons were 
subjected to elimination through the application of new legislation which has been formed in accordance with the Buddhist 
religious strategies in the region and endorsed by the local lay authorities. Since then, every time the Buddhist teaching reached 



a new territory inhabited by the Mongolian peoples, they had to abandon the belief in ongons as a symbolic act of turning into 
Buddhism. 

Combining historical discourse analysis with the material (non-discursive) aspects of the, this paper discusses some of the 
questions regarding the genealogy of the ongon discourse. This includes rare accounts of the attempts to resist the Buddhist 
policy undertaken by those who wanted to live in accordance with the “old way of life”. The history of the ongons and its social, 
political and economic aspects is treated in this paper as an example of discourses materialized in previously non-discursive 
objects during an attempt to replace dispersed genealogies with a unified and controllable ideology.  

 
  



S038: Invisible Changes? Monotheistic Trends and Cultic Practice in Ancient 
Near East 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 230 
Session Chair: Vladimir Sazonov 

It is a commonplace to everyone who deals with religion that all cult has the tendency to be conservative. Using ancient 
languages and "age-old" rituals adds to the authority of cultic practice. In Ancient Mesopotamia Sumerian languages was still 

in use 2000 in cult years after it died out as a spoken language. 
While several Ancient Mesopotamian, Egyptian and Greek texts clearly show a tendency towards a more monotheistic 

understanding of the divine, cultic practice seems to be unaffected by these thoughts. Does this mean that these texts only 
represent the ideas of a small esoteric circle of theologians and philosophers, as it was often stated, or did they really have 
some impact on the religion of the common people, as expressed by the rise of certain deities that were in the focus of such 

henotheistic/monotheistic ambitions (Assur and Marduk in Mesopotamia, Aton in Egypt, Ahura Mazda in Persia, etc.). An 
understanding of this is vital for a reconstruction of the rise of monotheism in the first Millennium BC, where earlier tendencies 

were refined and seem to have become more popular, at least in learned circles. 
This panel seeks to develop new methods to an integrated approach to the biased source-situation. How can we interpret the 

contradictory evidence? Can we find approaches in the texts that try to deal with cultic practice? What evidence do we have for 
practical results of such theological speculations? 

 

Sumerian lamentations: Documents of a sophisticated polytheism or concealed monotheism? 

Sebastian Fink 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

Sumerian lamentations are mainly known from a period when Sumerian was already a dead language. As freshly edited 
documents from Neo-Assyrian times revealed, their role in cult was very prominent. While many different divine names are 
mentioned, these texts often praise one deity as the foremost and only god and seem to declare the other deities mentioned as 
different representations of a major divine power. In contrast to other cuneiform texts with monotheistic tendencies, these 
lamentations have a clear role in cult and we should be able to assess the impact of these texts by analysing this role. However, 
the situation is somewhat complicated by the fact that these songs were written and performed in Sumerian, which already had 
died out as an every-day language around 2000 BC. This means that only very few people actually understood the content of 
these songs. 

In order to assess their role in spreading monotheistic tendencies we have to investigate these texts in a broader setting. Who 
wrote those texts? Who performed those texts? Who was in the audience? What impact did these texts have on other religious 
texts? 

 

Monotheistic Trends in Sumerian Religion. Origins and Later Developments 

Peeter Espak 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

The paper discusses some phenomena that could be considered as possible building ground or at least hinting to the possibility 
of monotheistic tendencies in the frameworks of the earliest Ancient Near Eastern cultures. There has never existed any form of 
monotheism in the Ancient Near East in its earliest phases and we cannot find anything comparable to the monotheistic religions 
of the first millennium Israel or Zoroastrianism from ancient Mesopotamia or East Mediterranean. However, we can still argue 
that the Sumerian mindset at least had a point of departure of interpreting some religious ideas as close to “monotheistic” beliefs. 
The father-son relationship with a specific god in literature (see, for example “Letter of Su’en-Šamuh to Enki”) or the concept of 
personal god all can be interpreted as close to monotheistic tendencies. Such ideas and beliefs all most certainly also influenced 
the later developments of great monotheistic world religions.  

 

The Rise of Ahura Mazda and Monotheism in Achaemenid Persia 

Vladimir Sazonov 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

The tradition of monotheistic trends in the Ancient Near East has long history, its roots lie in the rising of importance of god-
creator (e.g., Enlil, Aššur, Marduk). Assyriologist Simo Parpola (2000: 165) has pointed out about the roots of monotheism: „On 
the contrary, belief in the existence of a single omnipotent God dominated the Assyrian state religion, royal ideology, philosophy 
and mystery cults to the extent that Assyrian religion in its imperial elaboration, with all its polytheistic garb, must be regarded as 
essentially monotheistic.” Assyrian religion (1st millennium BC) could be seen henotheistic, the real first monotheistic religion 
has its roots in Ancient Persia: Zoroastrianism raised as state religion, as crucial part of royal ideology in the Achaemenid period 
when Ahuramazda was recognized as almighty god. First evidences about that we have from Behistun inscription of Darius I. 
The rising of Ahuramazda was closely related to stormy political developments in Achaemenid empire, its expansion and new 
ideological elements, which were introduced by first Achaemenids (since Darius I). As usurper king Darius I needed justification 
of his power and in Behistun Inscription Darius I accentuated the role of god: “by the favour of Ahuramazda I am king in this 
country”; “by the favour of Ahuramazda this I did”. In this paper I will examine how Ahuramazda became the most prominent and 
single deity in Persia, how Persian kings (Achaemenids) tried to justify their actions through Ahuramazda. 

References: 
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Schmitt R. 1991. The Bisitun Inscriptions of Darius the Great. London. 
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S059D: Alternative Religiosities in the Communist Regime and Post-
Communist East-Central European Countries: Emerging Diversities within 

(Trans)Formations, Disruptions, Continuations IV 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 232 

Session Chair: Rasa Pranskevičiūtė-Amoson 

The panel addresses the dynamics of diverse alternative religiosities starting from the communist regime period up to today. It 
deals with the processes of (trans)formation of changeable and instable religious/spiritual ideas and groups all over East-

Central Europe during this time. It also studies the past and current socio-religious processes, discussing diverse 
manifestations, changes and disruptions of religious phenomena concerning individual religiosities in (trans)regional and 

(trans)national levels. 
In times of Soviet regime, atheism was the officially established ideology and alternative religiosities were mostly active 
underground. There was as well an unofficial cultural field that was very receptive to the arrival, formation, spread and 

expressions of diverse alternative religiosities and spiritualities. During the post-communist period, local alternative identities 
were challenged to adapt to a new situation and rich market of religious demands. In addition, newly arrived religiosities, as 
well as locally emerged and actively borrowing variously expressed western ideas spiritualities raised current topics among 

post-communist societies. 
The panel aims to discuss a wide range of questions related to an emerging diversity of alternative religiosities in the countries 
during/past the regime and their attendant fields of influence: e.g. politics and strategy of activity of communist regime towards 

alternative religiosities; restrictions, repressions, survival ways and resistance of representatives of alternative religiosities; 
(trans)forming diversities within alternative religiosities under/past the regime (individual/group alternative religiosity values, 

identities and practices); the milieu of alternative religiosity as a space of plurality, diversity, flow, action and resistance; 
alternative religiosity networks and inter-community relations; formation and transfer of religious/spiritual ideas within the 

communist/post-communist societies and from the outside; oppositions and connections as a response to the past (images of 
tradition, traditional religious institutions, post-communist cultural heritage, etc.); memory, continuity and changes within 

alternative religiosities, etc 

 

Hungarian folk prophets and prophetesses in Socialist and Post-Socialist era 

László Koppány Csáji 

University of Pécs, Hungary 

First, I make a short outline of the problem of "prophethood", comparing visionary, folk healing and vernacular religious leaders, 
religious song authors etc., but I emphatize that prophethood is something more and something else above these activities. 
Prophets and prophetesses have a social role and character which is something different. Prophets and prophetesses express 
that they are the messengers of the God, and they have direct connection to the Holy Spirit or the God itself, giving answers to 
the questions of the contemporary reality's social problems. Then I introduce a short summary of the folk prophets and 
prophetesses that we know about from 1945 inthe Carpathian basin. I involve seven contemporary persons in my analysis, who 
are/were more than religious leaders and/or healers. The comparison is according to their social reception, perception by the 
authorities, their social role (and personal success), and the movements they organized. At the end I give a summery with a 
matrix, to outline the diverse character and the common features of these prophets and prophetesses. 

 

Esoteric Healing Systems in Post-Communist Hungary 

Judit Kis-Halas 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Hungary 

After the 1989 political changes in Hungary one could observe the emergence of new practices of healing (such as acupuncture, 
reflexology, homeopathy, etc.). Some of them go back to 19th century origins, but those operating with the so-called “human 
energy field” (Brennan, Albanese) were completely unknown before. Drawing on more than a decade field-work in South Hungary 
this paper presents a detailed panorama of alternative healing methods and practitioners such as reiki, prana healing, spirit 
surgery, táltos-massage. Three problems will be highlighted: the life course of individual alternative therapists, the relationship 
between therapists and clients, and the network and rivalry of practitioners, and representatives of different methods. 

 
  



S065: Religion and Pragmatic Strategies of Handling Every-Day Life Issues 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: von Bock (Ülikooli 16) - 109 

Session Chair: Milan Fujda 

A long tradition of scholarship treats religion and magic as a matter of irrationality and belief, even superstition. Close scrutiny 
of using many of religious / magical practices in the context of situations of uncertainty and risk (Evans-Pritchard 1976, 

Douglas 1992), suffering, disease and death (Kleinman 1980, 1988, 2006, Jackson 1998), shows, however, very pragmatically 
rational human response to these. This led Fujda (2015) to coin these “insecure practices of pragmatic handling of 

unpredictabilities and ambivalence”. 
It means that there is much reasonably pragmatic in religious and magical practise. And this “reasonable pragmatic” aspect 

make it impossibly extinguishable in even a self-proclaimed modern world of rational calculation. The Max Weber’s dictum that 
religion is an issue of this-world thus strikes back very strongly. 

In the above described context we would like to invite empirical presentations dealing with religious and/or magic practices as 
ways of such pragmatic handling of every-day life difficulties. 

 

Break-leg charm: Uncertainty and the importance of "staying by" 

Milan Fujda 

Masaryk University, Czech Republic 

Presenting break-leg charms to one's companions is a common practice performed by the artists before commencing a 
performance. This form of lucky charm gifting works as one of tools to manage uncertainty. A theatre performance is inevitably 
risky endeavour. Possibilities of failure are virtually unlimited. Such conditions form the appropriate space for such lucky charms 
to come to be relevant. But how these lucky charms and another practices designed for the situation operate? 

People mostly do not truly belief in some kind of supernatural efficacy of such objects. In fact, they mostly do not ponder of their 
functioning. To ask an engaged person: How it works? is rather irrelevant. Nobody cares. Crucial is that it works. and so people 
continue gifting it for luck. In another words: the practice does not demand any belief. As Bruno Latour (2010) argues, one of the 
tragedies of modern theology is that theologians believed modern critics of religion that they believe in something. 

Social scientists alike seem to get misled by starting to believe in belief. Break-leg charms gifting and another practices performed 
in uncertain undertakings, nevertheless, contain numerous clues for an ethnographer to unscrew its operational principles. One 
crucial among them will be presented during this presentation. 

 

Spirituality as a tool for managing a life crisis in the context of alternative psychotherapeutic treatment 

Matej Paulík 

Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic 

In my topic I will focus on practical meaning and function of spirituality in managing specific life situations. These situations 
consist of the need to cope with unusual psychic and physical symptoms, the manifestation of which often leads people to seek 
psychotherapeutic or psychiatric help. The source of inspiration for the theories and methodology of research is the knowledge 
of the various branches of the humanities. It is particularly useful to think of models based on the concepts of sociology of 
medicine, describing the course of managing serious health problems, causing a wide range of life difficulties.An important 
inspiration for me is also knowledge of science and technology studies, providing me with a wide range of theoretical tools, 
mainly with conception of boundary objects.  

From the point of view of classical psychiatry, these unusual psychic and physical symptoms are treated as kind of psychosis. 
But from the point of view of some alternative psychoterapies we can apprehend this symptoms as manifestation of 
psychospiritual crisis. Clearly determining if it is a spiritual experience or a mental disorder is not at all easy. Therefore, I will 
ponder these symptoms as boundary objects. In my topic I will show you how to apprehend of these symptoms as psychospiritual 
crisis can be helpful for some suffering people and how they use spirituality to cope with their symptoms. My data is based on 
narrative interviews with former clients of psychotherapeutic organization ,,Diabasis" from Prague.  

 

Religion/Spirituality as a strategy to tackle every-day life issues? The cases of women using menstrual 
cups 

Michaela Žáková 

Masaryk University, Czech Republic 

Based on the interviews with six participants who use menstrual cups as an ecological alternative to tampons and sanitary towels, 
the conference paper discusses the issues of how religious/ spiritual cosmologies and practices could tackle every-day life 
experiences and difficulties (e.g. caused by stigmatization of menstruation; conflicts with social institutions; identity crisis and 
frustration etc.) Additionally, conference contribution deals with the potential and limits of analytical categories ‘religious’ and 
‘spiritual’ in the contemporary academic discourse too. 

 
  



S079: New Martyrs in the Former Communist Countries: Political Violence and 
Religious Commemoration 

Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - 228 
Session Chair: Irina Paert 

Violence against believers and clergy, especially in countries led by radical left regimes, dramatically increased in the 20th 
century resulting in the phenomenon of ‘new martyrdom’. The massive canonisation by the Russian Orthodox Church of those 

who perished under the Soviet regime has drawn the attention of scholars who focus on ‘new martyrs’ through the prism of 
commemoration, the politics of memory and ‘theology after the Gulag’) (Christensen, Bogumil, Dorman, Kahla, Rousselet, 
Kormina, Tolstaya). However, while much attention has been focused on Russia and the Russian Orthodox Church, little is 

known of similar phenomena in the states that emerged after the collapse of the Russian Empire, where the Orthodox church 
was a minority religion that included representatives of the titular nation, Estonians, Latvians, Finns, Ukrainians in Poland, who 
tried to forge local churches that would be independent of Russia. This session calls for proposals that will bring a comparative 

perspective into the study of 'new martyrdom' especially from perspective of the Eastern and Central Europe, including 
Balkans. The panel also welcomes an interdisciplinary approach: history, religious studies, theology, anthropology and memory 

studies. The problem of 'new martyrdom' raises the questions about 
- religious interpretation of violent death and its impact on the community and individuals 

- the role of various media, including the digital media in commemoration of the new martyrs 
- construction and commemoration of new martyrdom through the religious institutions and secular discourse 

- the political use of new martyrdom 
- the continuity and change in the representation of martyrdom 

- the vernacular practices commemorating new martyrs 

 

The blood of the martyrs: Bishop Platon (Kulbusch) and the making of Estonian Orthodoxy, 1890s-2000s 

Irina Paert 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

In January 1919 three Orthodox clergymen were executed by the Bolsheviks in Tartu together with a number of other prisoners, 
who were arrested on charges of counter-revolution. Among them was Bishop Platon (Kulbusch), the first Orthodox bishop of 
Estonian origins, elected by the representatives of Estonian parishes in 1917 to lead the new Estonian diocese. 

Both, the emigre community (openly) and the Orthodox in Estonia (surreptitiously) kept the memory of Bishop Platon. In the 
1990s both parts of the Orthodox community, Russian and Estonian, claimed their right to commemorate the Bishop-Martyr as 
a saint. The representation of Bishop’s death from the hands of the Bolsheviks and the emphasis on the brutal and violent nature 
of the communists served to delegitimize the Soviet regime, under which the Orthodox church in Estonia had to exist since 1945. 
The narrative of suffering and martyrdom of the Estonian people, through the times of serfdom, uprisings, wars, occupation and 
deportations had become an important part of national identity. 

The contribution of religion, especially that of Orthodoxy, is underrepresented in the works that focus on Estonian cultural 
memory. In my study I would like to look at the history of the Estonian Orthodox church which had contributed to the construction 
of the national narrative of suffering. I will focus on the role of martyrdom as a specific religious and cultural framework for dealing 
with trauma and loss as it has been developed in a particular historical context. The commemoration of Bishop Platon’s 
martyrdom represents a lens through which we can understand the process of religious memory and formation of mnemonic 
communities in 20th century Estonia and raises questions of the overlapping of theology and politics. 

 

Martyr and Confessor John (Karhapää) of Ilomantsi (d. 1918): One hundred years of making the first 
Finnish Orthodox saint 

Pekka Juhani Metso 

University of Eastern Finland, Finland 

On November 29th, the Patriarchate of Constantinople announced that it had accepted the proposal of the Orthodox Church of 
Finland (OCF) to record two new saints in the in the hagiologion: the Venerable John of Valamo (1873-1958), and the Holy 
Martyr and Confessor, John of Ilomantsi (1884-1918). The latter of these two Johns, John of Ilomantsi or John Karhapää, will be 
the first canonized Orthodox saint of Finnish origin. He was a schoolteacher and communal activist, executed in 1918 during the 
Finnish civil war by the Whites (bourgeoisie) due to his co-operation with Russians and alleged association with the Reds 
(socialists). 

In the paper, I will focus: 1) firstly, on how OCF, which just had separated itself from the Russian Orthodox Church and gained 
legal status by the newly independent Finnish state, officially reacted to Karhapää’s death in circumstances of political violence 
in 1918; 2) secondly, on what bases the Committee of Canonization of OCF in 2018 requested recognition of Karhapää's holiness 
and his commemmoration as martyr and confessor. 

Reading these reactions side by side gives grounds to assess the political and national role of OCF in two different contexts. In 
1918, OCF was unwilling to deal with Karhapää’s destiny in nationalistically and politically delicate situation – Orthodox minority 
in Finland seen by many as Russian, and liked with the Reds by some. In 2018, OCF, now an established Finnish minority 
church, has received its first indigenous saint, a neo-martyr and victim of White terror, not customarily criticized in the Finnish 
national narrative. How the church at the present links itself to its past through Karhapää? 

 

The Empty Page of Truth - The Case of Father Paisi of Pechenga 

Elina Marja Kahla 

Aleksanteri Institute, Helsinki University, Finland 

In my presentation, I will contribute to the topic of the New Martyrs in the former communist countries, but from the viewpoint of 
"double curse". As part of the peace treaty of Tartu in October 1920, the Soviet goverment fulfilled Finland's demand of access 
to the seaport of Petsamo (Liinahamari port). Petsamo, or Pechenga in Russian, is a remote border region, which had (and still 



has) a geostrategic meaning. An ancient Russian Orthodox Monastery and forpost was suddenly ceded to a Finnish Colony, and 
the monks became Finnísh citizens. 

The monks raised suspicions on both sides of the border: they were considered as "remnants of the past, of the Russian empire" 
in the eyes of the newly independent Finnish society, its right-wing leaders, and its Orthodox Church leadership, including the 
Estonian-born Archbishop Herman (Aav) (born in Muhu, 1878, died in Finland, 1961; Archbishop in 1925-1960). On the part of 
Soviet officials, the monks were considered as class enemies. When the Soviet troops invaded Pechenga 30 November 1939, 
the monks and native inhabitants were left in the hands of Bolsheviks and NKVD. The case of Father Paisii (Ryabov, 1881-
1940), leader of the monastery, was found "useful". Paisi was arrested and tortured until his execution in December, 1940, 
whereas the other monks were set free. Paisii's name was rehabilitated in Murmansk prosecution office in 1991, but his 
canonisation process failed. 

I will elaborate on the phenomenon "double curse" of martyrs, whose set of language, religion and citizenship does not fit in with 
the national(ist) scheme, but labels them as outcasts. 

 
  



S089: Normalising Islam/Religion: Addressing the Muslim Question 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Philosophicum (Jakobi 2) - 130 

Session Chair: Heidi Maiberg 

Diverse phenomena, attitudes and notions considered to be part of Muslim life and/or Islam have turned into contentious public 
issues in recent decades. The “Muslim question” contains so called Islamic clothing like the hijab, architectural structures of 

mosques, Islamic religious education in different contexts (e.g., public schools), homophobia, the lacking separation between 
the secular and the religious spheres, the repression of women and the pull towards the radical supposed to emanate from the 
religious sources or institutions (e.g., the Quran or sharia). Simultaneously, governments have been addressing these issues 
as questions of integration, security, secularisation and education targeting communities and individuals identified as Muslim. 

These debates, policies and dynamics do not only result into specific measures and laws to be enforced. They also generate a 
pedagogical regime for Muslims, or groups commonly perceived as Muslim by the majority, like integration courses and media 
productions. This pedagogical regime partly feeds into everyday life whenever, for instance, non-Muslim citizens demonstrate 

and advise Muslim migrants how to live a liberated, empowered modern life. 
This panel wants to address and discuss the “Muslim question” and the diverse strategies and tactics deployed in order to find 

an answer in terms of “normalisation”. Using Michel Foucault’s understanding of normalisation as a positive technology of 
power based on knowledge(s), the strategies and tactics produced in order to handle the Muslim question encompass policies, 
authoritative interventions and subjectivities (e.g., the moderate, liberal or secular Muslim) and other elements working towards 

normalisation. Normalisation works towards a hegemonic norm through evaluation, categorization and correction. While 
normalisation does involve disciplinary measures, its power rather stems from its ability to produce “normal” Muslim 

subjectivities and dispositions geared towards what is considered to be accepted, legitimate and good. 
Contributions analysing cases involving for instance specific discourses, social contexts and practices such as the 

implementation of integration courses, recurring interactions between “Muslim refugees” and volunteers, radicalisation 
prevention policies or “Islam” in textbooks are welcome in order to shed light on the dynamics of normalisation. Furthermore, 
synchronic or diachronic comparative works on the normalisation of religion are welcome in order to broaden the perspective 

and discuss the salience of concepts across different social settings. 

 

Normalising Muslim question in Estonian context: “the other as self-picture” 

Elo Süld 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Europe is not any more homogenous and peaceful. Muslims as increasingly seen as the „symbolic other“ a threat from both the 
outside and within. The fears and ignorance are reflected in the picture from another („the other as self-picture“). 

Justin Vaisse, a French historian and expert in Islam, argues that the Europeans in Europe value Muslims living in Europe 
through myths and stereotypes that have no real connection with reality. They see, that the Muslim in Europa are in essence, a 
very different persons and very foreign. They think that Muslims are a united and hostile group who are trying to increase their 
abundance and weight through indigenous people through birth and immigration. This Myth are popular and hard to disappear. 
In Estonia, such kind opinion are even widespread. During the 2015 migration crisis, such an opinion deepened in Estonia and 
in 2019 before the parliamentary elections, the popularity of parties that hold the borders and keep the Estonian multi-cult free 
is growing. 

In the year 2016 the results of the New Immigrant Survey of the Estonian Institute of Human Rights showed that: “Although 
mostly satisfied with the life of immigrants in Estonia, they bring one of the shortcomings the low tolerance of aliens and people 
of the second race among some Estonian residents because it is in the household situations that the alienation of the aliens is 
anticipated and abusive violence”. 

The situation in Estonia as the situation in other parts of Europe, is more complicated. Estonia has the Soviet past, which means 
so-called forced multi-soviet culturalism in the context of the Soviet Union. Estonia had also little contact and knowledge with 
different cultures and religions and Estonia is the most secular country in Europa. Because that Estonia Civil society today is 
attached in a mono ethnic rather than a (multicultural) national identity. 

 

The role and Importance of Religion during the Process of Deradicalisation and Disengagement: 
Analysis of Activities and Programs for Islamic Extremists 

Heidi Maiberg 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

Returning Islamic fighters from conflict areas have created the need for deradicalisation and disengagement programs. As the 
ideology and the narratives of Islamic terror organisations are based on Islam, the question of its role has arised. Taking into 
account the practices of various European Member States, this analysis assesses the influence of religion during the process of 
deradicalisation and disengagement.  

The referred information is mainly sourced from interviews carried out with scientists, social workers and public servants working 
in this field at a local and European Union level: altogether 21 people from Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, Finland, Sweden, 
the United Kingdom and Estonia. The theoretical framework is based on the works of John Horgan, Daniel Koehler, Mohammed 
Elshimi, Daan Weggemans, Sarah Marsden and Mary Beth Altier.  

Three primary conclusions were made: 

 Throughout the process, the role of religion is often secondary. 

Radicalisation and therefore deradicalisation and disengagement procedure is individual. Although there are exeptions, the main 
motivators are associated with different factors like socio-economic condition, identity and sense of belonging, not with 
theological causes. 

 There is no systematic approach for covering religious matters 

The topics covered during disengagementconversations are chosen by the participants and not from a set concept created for 
religious subjects.  



 Religious counselling is carried out by local congregations, imams and mentors  

For those interested, religious counselling is organised by a local congregation and imams. The quality of work depends on the 
authority and influence of the imam. Furthermore, it relies on the will of the local community and congregation to welcome an 
(former) extremist among themselves. 

In conclusion, results demonstrate that religion is not always the main reason why people radicalise and join Islamic terror 
organisations. Therefore, equal focus should be placed on all of the various motivating factors in the prevention, deradicalisation 
and disengagement work. 

 
  



S092: New Media and Religion 
Time: Saturday, 29/Jun/2019: 2:30pm - 4:00pm  ·  Location: Main Building (Ülikooli 18) - Senate Hall 

Session Chair: Tiina Sepp 

Videogames and religion: Conservation or Disruption? 

Pietro Addis 

Ca' Foscari - English Studies, Italy 

Within the current technological shift, which more and more cultures are undergoing (and therefore, their characteristics: including 
religion), the paper presents an overview of some of the transpositions from cultural reality to virtual reality, analyzing how both 
the lore and the rituals pertaining to one particular creed (e.g. the shamanic totems of the Native Americans) have been integrated 
and re-worked inside the spectrum of modern videogames. Furthermore, the analysis of the current criticism attached to the 
“gamification” of the modern era from a cultural standpoint, will try to provide some insight on whether this has produced an echo 
within the “western” perception of different religions. 

 

Media coverage of Islam: Commonalities and Specificities of the Portuguese case 

Francisco Silva 

ISCTE-IUL, Portugal 

Portugal is an interesting case when it comes to how the Media cover Islam and stories related to Muslims and Islamic issues. 
Firstly, it is a European country which has not experienced Islamic fundamentalist terrorism first-hand, it has also had a 
comparatively low rate of Muslim immigrants in the last few years. Another interesting factor is the absence of a strong far-right 
political force or far-right discourse in the public sphere. This is compounded with a historical and romanticised memory of an 
Islamic past in the country, from which derives a not-necessarily negative view of Islam, but what might be considered a more 
Orientalist view of an exotic past. Portugal is also a very homogenously Catholic country, with little experience or tradition in 
studying other religions or even being concerned about them, unlike much of Europe. 

This paper, focusing on the years between 2014 and 2016, seeks to examine how these factors change the discourse on Islam 
present in the media landscape in Portugal and particularly how stories generated in Portugal, about the Portuguese Islamic 
community or events in the country, differ from news imported from elsewhere in Europe and North America. This search for 
common aspects in media coverage and the specificities of the Portuguese case aims to examine how the cultural, political and 
historical specificity of Portugal has an effect on media coverage and if this is translated into public opinion. 

 

New religions in Japan: media as strategies of legitimisation 

Ivan Triola 

University of Cambridge, United Kingdom 

Secularization theory argues that there is no space for religion in a modern, advanced society. Anti-secularization approaches 
emphasize that modernity was not able to jettison neither “religion” nor “enchantment.” 

Yet, Meyer argues that religion remains vital in a modern society for its ability to “transform by incorporating new media and 
addressing and linking people in new ways” (Meyer, 2009: 2). Academics have illustrated the significance of media in new 
religions in Japan as strategies of self-promotion (Baffelli, 2016) and the importance of mass media to maintain a strong leader-
follower relationship (Inoue, 2012; Huang, 2009). However, it is imperative that we look at media as ways of legitimization as 
well, as strategies adopted by new religions to negotiate their role in a secularist society. Combining textual analysis with 
interviews, this paper explores mediatic legitimization strategies in four case studies, two established in prewar and two in 
postwar Japan, in order to look at time changes. Books, magazines and website contents are analysed with a Critical Language 
Studies approach, which emphasizes the relationship between language and power (Fairclough, 1989). Based on 10/per case 
semi-structured interviews with regular members and 2/per case semi-structured interviews with leaders, the reception of media 
by followers and the ideas on media and legitimization strategies of leaders are analysed. In terms of reception, the ideas of 
materiality and religion, body and conversion are explored through the investigation of art produced or exhibited by new religions 
and the sensations registered by their audiences. 

In this context, my research examines the question of how new religions negotiate and maintain their role in a modern society 
like Japan. Moreover, how do new religions legitimize their power to attract and retain followers? What is the role of media in this 
process? Do the methods of legitimization vary along with socio-political changes? 
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Religious Schools – Continuations and Disruptions 

Triin Käpp 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

In Estonia in the years of Soviet Occupation any christian education was forbidden. After the re-independence in 1991 there has 
been two waves of founding christian private schools - one at the very beginning of 90s and second in the years 2011-2013. 

After the soviet era, when there had been a great disruption in christian education, we see that our present brings up many 
questions among the young parents: How do raise children in christian way? And what is this christian way to educate the 
children? For a long period of time the continuation was held thanks to the grandparents who were born and raised before soviet 
era. At this moment our grandparents are the children of the soviet era, so this brings up a new need - who or what holds that 
the understanding of christian upbringing is given forward to generations? 

It is also important to ask: where was the real disruption - either in the Soviet Era or in the 90s, when those grandparents who 
still had a deep faith, started to pass away.  

In my presentation I will present some facts and figures how Estonian people see christian schooling overall, what are the biggest 
pros and cons. Then I will look closer and introduce the answers of the head of the schools, teachers and parents in order to 
see, what are the biggest challenges christian schooling is facing at the moment and what is the contribution to keep the continuity 
of chiristian upbrining alive. 

 

Sunday School values-education through science experiments 

Egle Hollman 

Tartu Ülikool, Estonia 

First, Sunday Schools were created as a response to social need for literacy (Lancaster, 1923). Right now the society has 
different demands that Sunday School movement tries to meet. In my research - Sunday School between expectations and 
reality - I’m focused on finding how Sunday School movement responds to the needs of modern society I interview Sunday 
School teachers from Estonian Lutheran, Methodist and Baptist church as well as Christian and non-Christian parents. As I was 
interviewing Sunday School teachers for my research - I found it quite fascinating, that many Methodist Sunday Schools use 
science experiments as a part of values-education. That part is a focus of my current paper. 

Using the Science experiments in Sunday Schools is quite a new approach that started about 10 years ago with the revolution 
of integrating different teaching methods (https://www.childrens-ministry-deals.com). The purpose of this presentation is to 
investigate how the Sunday School teachers use the scientific experiments as a means of values education in the context of 
Sunday School lessons. My presentation is based on a 20 interviews, where among other themes values-education through 
experiments were handled. The research question is how Sunday School teachers analyze their experiences with science 
experiments, how they give a cause for and apply them. 

Analyzing the interviews Sunday School teachers believe that experimenting in lessons gives students actual scientific 
knowledge, improves their critical thinking, encourages them to give opinions toward hard topics on values and make them to 
analyze values in everyday life. As a conclusion we may say that using scientifical experiments as tools to reroot Christian values 
has several layers: raise of self-esteem, development of cooperation and perseverance and development of Social values and 
analytical skills. 
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Censorship of religion in the Soviet Estonia and the strategies applied by the publishers of theological 
literature 

Immanuel Volkonski 

University of Tartu, Estonia 

As a ’relict of the past’, religion had to struggle throughout Soviet era with different kinds of repressions and restrictions, including 
cencorship. According to common understanding, based on the Soviet hostile attitude towards religion, publishing religious 
literature at the Soviet time was restricted. Still, the Soviet Union was not monolithic and unchangeable, as was not it’s religious 
policy, and so wasn’t the Soviet censorship. On the contrary, it was a diverse phenomenon that took various forms. 

The presentation focuses on censorship of religion in the late Soviet Estonia. The period is described by dissent movement, the 
spread of samizdat (self-published literature), but also the beginning of the organized distribution of Christian literature. Based 
on the interviews with the people involved, censorship of religion is approached through a new perspective, focusing on strategies 
of different Christian denominations for coping with the censorship of religion. 

As the research reveals, regardless of the censorship there existed an ambiguity between laws and everyday censorship 
practices. On the one hand, it made possible to avoid censorship “legally”, on the other hand, it required ultimate conspiracy. It 
led to a situation where there was no shortage of Christian literature among the circles of the Christian denominations, part of 
that printed entirely legally. 
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The first people in Belorussian and Baltic-Finnic tradition 

Mare Kõiva1, Elena Boganeva2 
1Estonian Literature Museum, Estonia; 2Belorussian Center for Study of Language, Culture and Literature, Belorussian 

National Academy of Sciences 

The presentation analyzes Belarusian (Slavic) and Estonian (Baltic-Finnic) narratives based on the oral and written vernacular 
Biblical traditions that handle texts and nature of people. The first people, is one of the most popular and widespread topic in the 
field of belief narratives, including modern times. There are numerous recordings of this topic during the last 20 years in 
Belorussia (1998-2018) and at the beginning of 20th century in Estonian (Baltic-Finnic area) show this. Based on the available 
material, its diversity, numerous motifs, their versions, contaminations, interpretations and etiologies relating to the images of 
the first people will be examined. We can trace the transcultural and intercultural connections of narratives with actual beliefs, 
cultural patterns, literacy and, at the same time, the ideas of the beginning and the end of the world that are common to many 
cultures. It is possible to find a number of common motives in vernacular tradition, use the cartographic and statistical projections 
for both territories. 

Motives that are analyzed relate to the creation, essence of the fall of the first people, the consequences of the fall; imagination 
of the first people; narratives about Adam and Eve as people who were saved after the flood; death of the first people, etc. These 
narratives have many functions, but also strong connection with humour and believing. 

 

Mari animistic beliefs in interaction with world religions 

Tatiana Alybina 

Estonian National Museum, Estonia 

The existence of an animistic religious culture in the 21st century is an indication of the preservation of the mythological worldview 
in modern society. My research is devoted to the vernacular beliefs tradition, preserved/ existing in the area of the Volga region 
in Russia. 
The multinational territory of the Volga river basin in Russia is a part of the world where religion has long served as a marker of 
communal identification.  
In particular, it is true for Mari people (one of local ethnic groups of the region). Despite living side by side with Orthodoxes and 
Muslims, they preserved their own unique religious tradition up to now. 

It is considered that more archaic forms of ethnic traditions are preserved among Eastern Mari people. The group of Mari - 
Eastern Mari - migrated in the 16-18 to the Cis-Uralic kept their traditional belief system being surrounded by Muslim culture, as 
they lived among Turkic peoples (Bashkirs and Tatars). 

Mari religious tradition got an official status in early 1990-s. Mari beliefs became a part of ideological reinforcement and religious 
organization was registered. Today, the Mari religious movement is manifested through the activities of the formalised Mari 
Traditional Religion. It is officially recognised in Mari El along with Christian Orthodox and Islam. 
This research focuses on the contemporary Mari animistic tradition kept by communities in Mari El and Bashkortostan in an 
attempt to compare the aspects of its interaction with the Russian Orthodox tradition and Muslim culture. 

 

Vernacular discourses on eternity 

Kaarina Koski 

University of Helsinki, Finland 

In my presentation, I analyze the characteristics of public and private vernacular discourses on death and the hereafter in 
contemporary Finland. In Finland, polls show that one third of the population believes in afterlife in some form, another third does 
not, and the rest cannot say for sure. Uncertainty and fear of embarrassment and discord increase the reluctance to discuss 
death or afterlife in social situations. Interviews and privately written reminiscences reveal, on the one hand, a materialist outlook 
with numerous ways to embed the memory of the deceased in this world, but on the other hand, popular Christian views and 
diverse, slightly Swedenborg-style customized afterlife imageries which are not shared with other people. Meanwhile, a public 
vernacular discourse on the hereafter flourishes around bereavement practices, especially in death announcements which the 
bereaved customarily publish in newspapers. The announcements include verses chosen by the bereaved: biblical phrases, 
memorial verses, or poems. These describe e.g. the departure and various spaces and forms of afterlife with metaphoric images 
and legitimate vocabulary, the elevated style of which is seldom applicable in everyday discourse in the expression of personal 
thoughts. Even with Christian imagery, vernacular expressions of continuity beyond death do usually not fit Lutheran theology. 
Conforming to neither religious nor materialist teaching, vernacular discourses on the hereafter form an enclave of provisional 
images which are only used in distinct contexts. Both in private and public forms, the vernacular discourse reflects a post-secular 
freedom to choose and imagine pleasing and meaningful forms of afterlife. 
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Religions do not form an independent mosaic, but show a dynamic of interaction through contact, through the option of more 
competitive development models and by the identity of the human beings that use them as patterns of meaning, which makes 

the narrow framework of study of each culture and consolidates theoretical bridges with other cultures - neighbors or not. 
It has been possible to verify how in the past the cultures which have adapted in the most suitable way to the different 

ecological and contact challenges are the ones that have prospered, those which have been better known and whose common 
features have been more redundant. In contrast, cultures with less competitive religious characteristics in the face of the 

challenge of contact have disappeared or are known much worse. 
Today, globalization has brought into contact very different cultures and enhanced the outbreak of closed life models common 

among traditional societies. That is why religions that combine components of different creeds in a very dynamic way have 
arisen and continue to emerge. These are not syncretisms like those common in traditional and pre-agricultural societies based 

on acculturation or cultural destruction as a result of the clash between competing cultures. These are combinations of 
elements which come from different faiths and have as their goal, mostly, to achieve a perfect religion that satisfies both the 

aspirations of inner development and the construction of a non-conflictive global coexistence and models of explanation of the 
world adapted to the present time, like the Baha'i faith. 

Taking into account all these elements, the aim of this panel is to analyze the contact phenomena between religious systems 
of the past and present by applying the perspective and method of the History of Religions. The reasons why we propose a 

study of this phenomenon from the approach of the History of Religions are the following two. Firstly, because from this 
perspective, religious facts are cultural facts, neither are they timeless nor eternal, but they are inscribed in a defined historical 
framework which allows them to be explained to a large extent. Secondly, because the application of the method of the history 
of religions, the comparative method, makes it possible to build a bridge to overcome the temptation of religions – and those 
who study them - to understand themselves as unique and incomparable, relativizing information of a religious nature of a 
society by analyzing them in a profound way and allowing to relate different religions through the analysis of their common 

characteristics. 
This panel, organized by members of the Universidad Complutense de Madrid and Instituto Bíblico y Oriental, wants to be a 
tribute to the 25th anniversary of the creation of the Instituto Universitario de Ciencias de las Religiones of the Universidad 

Complutense de Madrid, the only existing research institute in the Spanish state university dedicated to the study of religions 
and a pioneer center in the teaching, study and dissemination of the History of Religions. 

 

Delos: a religious melting pot in the Greco-Roman Mediterranean 

Beatriz Pañeda Murcia1,2 
1Universidad Carlos III de Madrid; 2École Pratique des Hautes Études-PSL, Paris 

This paper sets out to explore the modes and effects of the interaction between Greek and non-Greek polytheistic religious 
cultures through the case study of Hellenistic Delos, an insular melting pot in the middle of the Aegean.  

Sculptural and epigraphical documents from this island attest to combinations of deities of different cultures at cult places, 
religious ceremonies, and ritual acts such as dedications. This multicultural religious system arises from the acceptance and 
worship of foreign gods, recognized as different from Greek deities, as much as from the establishment of identifications or 
equations between Greek and non-Greek gods, a phenomenon conceptualized in modern scholarship as interpretatio or religious 
translation.  

From the “Lived Ancient Religion” approach, I shall inquiry into the Delian worshippers’ understandings of the nature of the 
relations between gods of different cultures, who either came to be worship together within a cult place or at a ritual moment, or 
else were identified through processes of religious translation; these are different modes of multicultural divine combinations. 
Regarding the first situation, one should wonder why, by whom, and how cross-cultural divine associations were set up in 
religious practice. As for divine identifications established through interpretatio, the question arises whether gods of different 
peoples were perceived as identical (the same gods, although differently named and celebrated with distinct rituals), or as 
separate but comparable supernatural beings.  

I shall also deal with the problem of “syncretism”. As has been theorized in the scholarly literature, for a religious phenomenon 
to be qualified as a “syncretism”, the outcome of a meeting between two initially foreign ingredients should be a new entity with 
distinctive characteristics coexisting with the original distinct parts. Therefore, the question is whether the association of deities 
of different cultures within the Delian context resulted in wholly new syncretic gods and cults. 

 

A lack of religion? The Jesuit missionary work in Brazil and in Japan in the face of the local beliefs (XVI 
century) 

Mariana Boscariol 

CHAM - Centre for the Humanities, Portugal 

Facing a geographic amplitude never experienced before and responding to the Catholic Church´s goal of expanding Christianity 
outside Europe, the Portuguese and the Spanish empires relied on the activity of the Catholic orders to the translation and 
absorption of other people and cultures. In this scenario, the Society of Jesus played a prominent role, as, since its foundation 
in 1540, the Jesuits were completely incorporated in the Portuguese empire and Patronage. As such, as early as 1549 the Jesuits 
founded a mission in Brazil and in Japan, the geographical limits under Portuguese activity. The two territories were opposite 
not only in geographical terms but also conceptually, in what concerns the missionary work and their intent to convert the local 
populations. While in Brazil the missionaries didn´t recognize a native religion, as they considered the indigenous had a complete 
lack of knowledge (tabula rasa), many researchers came to understand that an absence of an actual religious belief in Japan 
was one of the reasons Christianity had no ground in the territory, even though the Japanese were seen by the priests as 
promising and able to form a Christendom. Taking these two cases into consideration, I intend to analyse the Jesuit perception 
of the local beliefs in Japan and in Brazil in what concerns the possibilities of a true conversion of their populations. To do so, I 



will explore Jesuit sources from priests who acted in both missions during the XVI century, the first decades of their activity on 
land, in order to understand their role in the new world that was being forged, which had religion as a main filter.  
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Molières theatre: An example for multiple deviance? - or how blasphemy became the order of the day! 

Manuel Stadler 

Universität Leipzig, Germany 

By contextualising Molière in between the morselled fields of politics, religion and art I will argue that his theatre may at first 
glance be classified as mulitple deviant but by taking into consideration both his social background and the strategies he uses 
to ward off the accusations it will be shown that this "deviance" was rather a ressource for social change in the long terme 
anticipated by the content of his plays. 

Molière is generally known as a playwright of comedies which transgressed artistic, moral and religious norms. It seems almost 
generally accepted, that interdictions of his plays were caused by members of the Companie of the Blessed Sacrament who 
were very influential onto the political sphere. Paradoxically Molière was still supported by the king even after he forbade Tartuffe. 
This fact challenges assumptions according to which the king might only have been a string puppet for church-authorities. 

If one wants to get a deeper understanding for the decision of Louis XIV. interdicting Tartuffe it should be considered that the 
catholic religious field was at least divided between papal infallibility, the Gallican Church and Jansenists. The fact of diverse 
religious points of view can further be affirmed by taking into account the ecclesiastical discourse, concerning the sinfulness of 
theatre in general and especially Molière´s comedy . 

Interestingly, although these conflicting relations between the chruch, the state and the theatre are generally knwon, Joachim 
Wink (2015), emphasized that most of modern literature studies on Molière failed to take the blasphemous value of his theatre 
seriously. If we do so, we see moral principles, religious values and social relations between human beings changing. The 
transgression of yesterday may be the normality and normativity of tomorrow. 

 

Dybbuk: reincarnation or possession? 

Pedro Garcia Repetto 

University Complutense of Madrid, Spain 

During the Middle Ages, the idea of reincarnation was developed in the Jewish Kabbalah. One of the variants is the dybbuk. The 
soul of a sinner and deceased person is introduced into a living person. In the same Kabbalah, several procedures are collected 
to perform exorcisms with the aim of expelling this invading soul from the possessed body. 

Can this variant of the reincarnation developed in the Jewish Kabbalah be analyzed as a demonic possession or as a Dissociative 
Identity Disorder? 

Regardless of the answer, in today's cultural world, the idea of dybbuk is still present, as shown in the short film 'Tse' or 'Out' by 
Israeli director Roee Rosen. In this short film the director presents through a sadomasochistic session a ritual of exorcism dybbuk. 

 

'Material dynamics': Assessing David Chidester’s key term for studying religious change 

Johan Strijdom 

University of South Africa, South Africa 

How many disruptions can a religious tradition endure, while still maintaining its identity, ask the organisers of the conference. 
This fundamental question of continuation and disruptions, of persistent identity and innovative change, concerns both religion 
and religious studies. This presentation will engage with Chidester’s theorisation and application of the concept of material 
dynamics to think through the question. In a chapter on mobility, under a section on circulations, Chidester in Religion: Material 
dynamics (2018) engages with this question by contrasting the answers that the Dutch historian and phenomenologist of religion, 
CJ Bleeker, and the American theorist of religion and historian of theory in the study of religion, Walter Capps, gave in 1973 at 
a small IAHR study conference in Turku, Finland. In a session on the evaluation of previous methods in religious studies, Bleeker 
argued conservatively that identity and the identification of recurrent patterns should remain the focus, while Capps argued for a 
revolution in method that would highlight disruption and innovation in the academic study of religion. It is Capps’ theory of change 
as propelled by contrariness and his imagining of new flexible ways of telling the history of religious studies from diverse locations 
that Chidester takes up in the chapter – a second-order tradition that has had a profound impact on his own analysis of religion 
and retelling of the history of the academic study of religion. In this presentation, I will reflect on ways in which Chidester has, by 
means of his key concept of material dynamics, elaborated from a South African location, a theory of change in debate with 
predecessors (including Van der Leeuw, a major influence on Bleeker), and illustrate his innovative approach by means of 
pertinent examples of his analysis of the material dynamics of religion and religious studies from his oeuvre. 
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Religion is usually studied from the narrative sources, focusing on what someone believes. However, many religious practices 
are somehow associated with material items, such as objects of veneration, aids of rituals or personal talismans. However, 

these objects are often used only as illustrations in religious studies, even though they might really be central for the 
practitioners. 

Material objects may tell a different story about religion - how are/were the objects used and how is/was religion lived? Material 
objects can also help with dating certain religious phenomena and through this give a different perspective than spoken 
religion. But the most essential is the materiality itself – physical objects that help to understand and remember, use and 

express religiosity. 
This session welcomes presentations from a broad selection of topics where material objects in religion are discussed. The 

selection is not limited to institutional religions or practices, but also welcomes examples of vernacular practices, such as the 
use of relics, talismans, magical objects, biographies of religious objects, concealed and sacrificed objects, or the simultaneous 

usage of the same object in official and vernacular practices. Approaching religion from the perspective of material objects 
enables us to highlight new aspects, which sometimes go hand in hand with the textual aspects of religiosity, but sometimes 

give a significantly different picture. 

 

A most material transcendence: Greco-Egyptian magical amulets and the fiery soundscapes of 
craftsmanship 

Anija Dokter 

University of Cambridge, United Kingdom 

Craftsmanship of material objects was fundamental to religious life in Hellenic and Roman Egypt. The creation and use of objects 
were understood as magical processes, and produced specific conceptualisations of the divine. In this paper, I will examine the 
roles of the artisan, the mage, and the intellectual as fundamentally intertwined within Egyptian magico-religious activity. By 
maintaining focus on craftsmanship, I seek to reveal the material basis for the later-Antique model of the divine (i.e. the immaterial 
and transcendent god) known from narrative sources. 

I will focus my analysis on syncretic Greco-Egyptian magical amulets, which incorporate iconography and inscriptions of Judaic, 
Greco-Roman, Egyptian, and broadly Gnostic origin. I will situate these amulets within the textual traditions of Greco-Egyptian 
magical formulae and ritual directions that provide explicit instructions for amulet manufacture. Scholarly interpretations of the 
amulets have depended on contemporary narrative sources (e.g. the Hermetic and Gnostic tractates), which emphasise that god 
is immaterial and transcendent. Here I seek to demonstrate that these very concepts of immateriality and transcendence stem 
from fundamentally material, artisanal practices. 

Together, the amulets and magical formulae suggest that Greco-Egyptian artisans and mages actively innovated on multiple 
pre-existing concepts of the divine as creator and crafter of existence. They prioritise two classes of deities: gods who create by 
sound (utterance), and gods who create by fire-craft (pottery or metallurgy). Mirroring the gods’ acts of creation, the mortal mages 
crafted amulets while vocally performing glossolalia and incantations, thus realising a hybrid model of the divine through material 
and action. The nature of this sonic creator is highly elaborated in Hermetic and Gnostic tractates, where divine voice and the 
craftsman’s tempered flames appear within a nexus of cosmological schemata. I will argue that these schemata are 
systematisations of artisanal practice, producing a scholarly formulation of transcendence based in materiality. 

 

Exploring the Ritual Use of Nails in Ancient Rome 

Silvia Alfayé 

Universidad de Zaragoza, Spain 

Beyond its over-simplified interpretation as humble and prosaic objects belonging to the everyday material culture of the Roman 
world, nails were pervasively used as magical and religious artefacts in Classical Antiquity as reflected upon through a surprising 
amount of material evidence and textual information available. Actually, in Roman times nails were utilized as deictic means to 
fix and cure maladies, as protective devices in liminal realms, as votive offerings, as styli to write magical texts, as tools to control 
the (un-)dead, as mantic objects within divination practices, as amulets to protect against envy, and as instruments to active 
curse tablets, amongst others. In an attempt to understand the functional heterogeneity and polysemic meanings of these small 
but no prosaic objects within Roman religiosity, this paper explores the ritual uses of nails by analyzing an updated corpus of 
material, literary, epigraphic & anthropological data, and discussing the creative interplay between materiality, metaphor, 
performance and social imagination that was central to the ritual purpose of nails in magical & religious Roman practices.  

 

From Idols to Icons. Some Notes on Contemporary Cult Objects among the Eastern Highlands Otomies 
(Mexico) 

Federica Rainelli 

Università di Padova, Italy - EHESS, France 

From the very beginning, Christian evangelisation in indigenous Mexico has been carried out alongside with an in-depth process 
of «domestication» (Gruzinski 1990) of native religious iconography. Namely, the purpose was to replace indigenous idols with 
Christian icons, in order to sublimate the former’s scandalous materiality in the much more acceptable visibility of the latter. 
Indeed, while idols were (and, in many cases, still are) statues or figurines properly considered as the personification of the deity, 
icons represent nothing more than the earthly copies of a celestial model. 

Among the Eastern Highlands Otomies – a small ethnic group from the Gulf Coast cultural area – personificator-objects 
(vernacular idols) and representative-objects (official icons) still coexist side by side, carrying out distinct, but often 
complementary functions in ritual and cultual practice. 



Moving from the study of cult objects, the analysis of their specific features and the reflection on the role they play in structuring 
local religious beliefs and practices, this paper aims to draw proper attention on some uses, meanings and values entailed by 
religiosity and still inaccessible to the mere study of narrative and rhetorical expressions.  

 
 
 


