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In July of 2021, mainstream news outlets and social media were captivated by the story of three
billionaires—Richard Branson, Jeff Bezos, and Elon Musk—flying into space. The contrast in
narratives between these two mediums could not have been more glaring, with legacy media
mostly lauding these efforts as the start of a new and bold frontier, while social media tended to
mock the hubris of these oligarchs looking to feed their egos amidst numerous global crises. In a
month full of wildfires and record-breaking temperatures in the Pacific North West,
unprecedented flooding in parts of Western Europe, the ongoing pandemic, and global economic
unrest, the triumphal praise from establishment powers for this cosplay of the uber-rich appeared
to many as a caricature come to life, un-ironically parading itself before our eyes. And then, we
moved on, as the “Twittering machine” drew our attention to the next worthy spectacle.1

In this essay I address the theme of crisis in the study of religion through the broader lens
of neoliberal ideology, which I combine with a discussion of Scott Elliott’s 2013 volume
Reinventing Religious Studies: Key Writings in the History of the Discipline, covering forty-years
of debates in the Council of Societies for the Study of Religion (CSSR) Bulletin, from
1969-2009. One thing that is clear when looking back on this period is that a feeling a crisis has
always been lingering in the field, though the terms and conditions have decidedly changed.
Previous crises in religious studies have primarily focused on who gets to determine the shape
and identity of the discipline, with theology and its various sublimations playing the heel. In our
current era, the very existence of the field as a tenuous member of the humanities and social
sciences is under increasing threat, and this time the power to contest our disciplinary identity
may be largely out of our hands. Or is it? That is the primary question that I wish to provoke
here.

One through-line linking the emergence and development of the study of religion with
our current state of crisis is the birth of an era that many have referred to as neoliberal capitalism,
which is commonly thought to have gained political power in the mid-1970s. I will have much
more to say on this concept in due course, though to start I offer a palette cleanser of sorts to set
the stage for what it to follow.

Writing in his newly released book, The Age of Precarity (2021), Dario Gentili makes the
following observation:

The neoliberal economic crisis does not produce a ‘state of exception’ but, to employ an expression used by
Walter Benjamin in 1940, has turned ‘the exception into the rule.’ The neoliberal art of government’s
contribution to this configuration of crisis consists in the model of political judgment it produces. In fact,

1 I borrow this term from Richard Seymour’s book of the same name. As he describes it: “In 1922, the surrealist Paul
Klee invented the Twittering Machine. In the painting, a row of stick-figure birds clutches an axle, turned by a
crank. Below the device where the voices squawk discordantly is a reddened pit. The Museum of Modern Art
explains: ‘the birds function as bait to lure victims to the pit over which the machine hovers.’ Somehow, the holy
music of birdsong has been mechanized, deployed as a lure, for the purpose of human damnation” (2019: 15).
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even though the form of a judgment for or against remains, its outcome is never a final or conclusive
decision as it had been in the modern period, when it could restore or overthrow the existing order to
resolve the crisis. The political judgment of neoliberalism is, rather, a judgment that helps preserve the
order, or, to put it another way, administers it. In short, neoliberalism rules by means of the forced decisions
brought about by crisis within the given order (Loc. 90).

For Gentili, the type of subjectivities that neoliberalism tends to re-produce are embodied in the
“self-employed entrepreneur,” where precarity has become a mode of life promoting survival
within the market order above all else. This is just as true for those working in permanent jobs
with benefits as it is for the un- and under-employed precariat since the art of neoliberal
governance incentivizes individual survival over solidarity and collective organizing. One can
get along or move on. This mode of governmentality is at odds with older models of the
university, academic guilds, and knowledge production that have traditionally relied upon forms
of apprenticeship supported through government funding and philanthropic grants and geared
toward some version of national (and international) collaboration. As sources of funding2

continue to dry-up, ideals the blend canonical learning (i.e., teaching formative thinkers and
paradigms) with novel innovations will likely cede ground to research deemed useful for
corporate interests. Following this logic, the disciplines and sub-disciplines most likely to
survive without corporate backing will be those that are institutionally supported by niche
benefactors.3

To the extent that this thesis on the effects of neoliberal governmentality is accurate, or at
least partially accurate, it is worth considering what these trends can tell us about the type of
crisis that we face? To what extent are we at fault for not innovating with the times? Or are we
perhaps victims of larger social forces that are mostly out of our hands? What kinds of methods,
theories, and critiques do we need to focus on, or perhaps re-engage within the history of our
discipline in order to better position ourselves to weather these growing storms?

A Brief Map of Some Neoliberal Territories

Most academic treatments of neoliberalism begin with a nod to the ‘origin’ of this idea,
its various developments, followed by musings upon its particular character and continued
persistence through numerous crises. For example, in Neoliberalism: A Very Short Introduction
(2021), Steger and Roy point out that the term was first coined in the aftermath of WWI by a
group of “moderate” German scholars linked to the Freiburg School who wanted to revive “the
classical liberal ideal of minimal state interference in the economy” (xv). More specifically,
Cahill and Konings observe (2017) that early uses of the term were by scholars who wanted to
revive liberal economic principles in the face of growing socialist forces (17). They also note
formative debates during the interwar period featuring prominent thinkers like Ludwig von

3 Consider the dramatic growth of positions in Islam following the 9/11 attacks, which are now waning, and the
scarcity of jobs in once thriving sub-disciplines (e.g., American religions). By comparison, a steady-stream of
positions in pastoral work and theology have shown few signs of atrophy, due, in part, to the strength of
ecclesiastical institutions.

2 In The University in Ruins (1999), Bill Readings argues that the modern University has had three ideas: “the
Kantian concept of reason, the Humboltian idea of culture, and now the techno-bureaucratic notion of excellence”
(loc. 345). Readings claims that since the early 1990s the nation-state ceased to be the primary site for the
reproduction of national culture, with the University as its primary conduit, and was eclipsed by a corporatized,
multinational “ideology of excellence” that follows market logics rather than national interests.
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Mises and Friedrich Hayek, who were two of the founding members of the Mount Pèlerin
Society in 1947, which is frequently cited as a key moment in the intellectual development of
neoliberal ideas (see also Phillips-Fein 2019). Specifically, those present at Mont Pèlerin, in
Switzerland, were concerned with the influential economic theories of John Maynard Keynes
among many others, who argued that governments should actively intervene in the economy
through the creation of state programs, jobs, and expenditures.

The term neoliberalismo was adopted by Latin American economists in the 1970s, and
was given a shot in the arm after two Mont Pèlerin members were awarded the “Nobel Prize” in
economics—Frederick Hayek in 1974 and Milton Freedman in 1976—thus helping to legitimize
this particular brand of economic theory. In the late 80s and early 90s neoliberalism became a4

popular buzz word among leftist activists to describe the ‘Washington Consensus,’ corporate
globalization, and a hyper-individualized form of consumer culture. According the Singer,5

Birch, and MacLeavy (2016), the term caught on globally following the Zapatista uprisings in
Chiapas, Mexico in 1994, in response to the signing of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA).

The 1970s are commonly understood as the ‘first wave’ of neoliberalism, when Latin
American states like Chile and Argentina became laboratories for the deregulation of post-war
social welfare provisions in favor of market-based solutions. The ‘second wave’ of neoliberalism
is associated with the policies of Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, whose ‘third way’ programs
“sought to reconcile middle-class concerns with business interests” (Steger & Roy 2021: 43).6

Important to the emergence of this ‘second wave’ was the impact of Ronald Reagan and
Margaret Thatcher, who began to dismantle the welfare-state in the US and the UK on the heels
of numerous economic crises throughout the 1970s. The ‘third-wave’ of neoliberalism is linked7

to the Obama administration and its failure to impose anti-trust laws regulating the monopoly
practices of the financial sector following the Global Financial Crisis of 2008. Although Steger
and Roy don’t use the term ‘fourth wave,’ they do speak of our current moment as an era where
neoliberalism is increasingly under attack through forms of populism and ‘anti-politics,’ the

7 This includes dramatic spikes in oil prices and subsequent shortages, and “the simultaneous occurrence of runaway
inflation and rising unemployment (‘stagflation’)” (Steger & Roy: 10).

6 Steger and Roy note two pivotal policy moves under the Clinton administration that would solidify modes of
neoliberal governance into the future. The first was the 1999 Financial Services Modernization Act, “which removed
long-standing legal divisions between the activities of commercial and investment banks as well as those between
insurance companies and brokerage houses” (42). The second was the repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act in 1999,
“which was signed into law by President Roosevelt in 1933 to prohibit commercial banks from engaging in
investment activities on Wall Street” (104). This move led to a “frenzy of mergers” of financial serves firms who
dramatically increased speculative practices.

5 According to Steger and Roy: “The Washington Consensus is often viewed as synonymous with neoliberalism.
Coined in the 1980s by the free-market economist John Williamson, the term refers to the lowest common
denominator of policy advice directed at mostly Latin American countries by the IMF, the World Bank, and other
Washington-based international economic institutions and think-tanks. In the 1990s, it became the global framework
for economic development” (19).

4 As Philipp Mirowski (2016) points out, there is no Nobel prize in economics, but rather a “Bank of Sweden Award
in Economic Sciences in Honor of Alfred Nobel” that is awarded at the same time and place. Mirowski observes that
the creation of this “ersatz” prize was pushed by the “Neoliberal Thought Collective” who understood the symbolic
capital that such an association would bring about (loc.3564).
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latter of which is typically characterized as reactionary as it does not offer any kind of viable
alternative, save for varieties nativism and ethno-nationalism (Hochuli & Hoare 2021).8

The growth of critical commentary on neoliberalism jumped considerably from the early
1990s to 2010, with a wide range of political and scholarly analysis trying to make sense of9

what this term signifies as a description of contemporary political, economic, and ideological
trends. One of the first academic treatments of neoliberalism came from David Harvey (2005),10

who defines it as a theory of political economy that sees human flourishing as best embodied
through institutions that promote “strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade”
(loc.103), and where the role of the state is limited to facilitate these aims. For Springer, Birch,11

and MacLeavy “most scholars tend to agree that neoliberalism is broadly defined as the
extension of competitive markets into all areas of life, including the economy, politics, and
society” (2016: loc.582). At that same time, they note that the term risks becoming “a totalizing
rhetorical signifier” rather than a useful concept to interrogate social life (loc.873). For
Venugopal (2015) neoliberalism carries “an inordinate descriptive and analytical burden in the
social sciences (169),” leading him to conclude that all that can be usefully salvaged from the
term is “a broad indicator of the historical turn in macro-political economy” (186). For England
and Ward (2016), “neoliberalization” is a form of statecraft that “includes recasting the state’s
responsibilities … for the collective well-being of its citizens and, as such, there is a shift in the
responsibilities between the state, the market, communities and families” (loc, 2224).

Some scholars are more normative and descriptive in their definitions of neoliberalism,12

while others have proclaimed it dead, such as Manuel Aalbers who argues that “it is often not so
much deregulation that we see, but rather re-regulation” (2013: 1084). This line of argument
suggests that contrary to popular opinion, neoliberalism is not about gutting the state in order
unleash the ‘invisible hand’ of the free market, but instead points to the re-organization of laws
and resources that favor the private sector and multinational corporate interests (see also Cahill
& Konings 2017; Hancock 2020).

There is much more that can be said about neoliberalism that cannot be covered here.
What most interests me about the confluence of neoliberalism and the study of religion is
twofold. First, thinking about neoliberalism as an ideology that shapes subjectivities and social
structures is important for any discipline in the humanities and social sciences. While

12 Birch (2015) describes it in terms of five processes or policies: “privatization of state-run assets (firms, council
housing et cetera); liberalization of trade in goods and capital investment; monetarist focus on inflation control and
supply-side dynamics; deregulation of labour and product markets to reduce ‘impediments’ to business; and, the
marketization of society through public-private partnerships and other forms of commodification” (loc. 157).

11 Arguably the first popular book on neoliberalism was The Shock Doctrine by journalist Naomi Klein (2007), who
centered the influence of Milton Freedman and the Chicago School of economics in making use of crises in order to
push forward unpopular policies that role back state provisions in favor of privatized market schemes (e.g., foreign
ownership of resources, and charter schools).

10 Springer, Birch, and MacLeavy (2016) detail a wide range of scholarship analyzing neoliberalism in relation to
areas such as: biotechnology, cities, citizenship, development, discourse, gender, homelessness, labor, migration,
nature, race, sexualities, violence, and more (loc.567).

9 Venugopal (2015) makes note of the following trends in scholarly papers dealing with neoliberalism: “Between
2005-09, there were more than 5,600 Google Scholar entries in English with the term 'neoliberal' or 'neoliberalism'
in the title, almost double that of the previous five-year period 2000-04, and a ten-fold increase over 1990-94” (165).

8 As Centeno and Cohen (2012) put it: “With the 2008 financial crisis, faith in the liberal world economy collapsed,
but financial-systemic problems made it difficult to engage the crisis with midcentury, big government solutions”
(323).
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neoliberalism is sometimes invoked in the study of religion, I do not see much engagement with
the kind of questions raised by scholars with specialized knowledge in this subject. Second, if
neoliberalism reflects, to quote Wendy Brown (2020), “a bundle of policies privatizing public
ownership and services, radically reducing the social state, [and] leashing labor” (17), then it
stands to reason that we ought to engage more critically with those very forces that arguably
represent the single largest threat to the future of our discipline.

A few examples of recent work on neoliberalism that align in important ways with the
study of religion include a focus on morality and mythmaking. For example, in The
Countercultural Logic of Neoliberalism (2020), David Hancock describes how Friedrich Hayek
believed that in order to defeat socialism and Keynesian ideas capitalism would have to create its
own heroes and mythologies within popular culture—an idea that was championed by
neoconservative thinker Irving Kristol in the 1970s, who borrowed this idea from Hayek (73).
Hancock elaborates:

Important to this has been the development of entrepreneurial celebrities. Lionised for their risk-taking,
they have escaped from the dour, conservative stereotypes of finance … and in Donald Trump we have the
personification of the rejection of conservative values in entrepreneurial celebrity and the dominance of a
libidinal spirit that gives him great authenticity to millions of Americans (74).

For Hancock, the countercultural logic of neoliberalism has been most effective when it comes to
overturning traditional bourgeois morality in favor of a culture of transgression that was first
popularized during the 1960s. Importantly, such transgression transcends traditional left/right
political and economic ideologies and use “th[is] aesthetic to sell a now precariatised life-world
as the ultimate expression of personal freedom” (9).13

Wendy Brown picks up on a similar theme in her new book In the Ruins of
Neoliberalism (2020). While Brown highlights the role of Hayek in promoting markets and
morals as “the foundation of freedom, order, and the development of civilization” (12), she also
notes that his vision of neoliberal reason stressed the value of “traditional hierarchies,” and
patriarchal “family values.” Jessica Whyte echoes this theme in Morals of the Market (2019),14

noting that members of the Mont Pèlerin Society maintained that “family values, Christianity,
and ‘Western civilization’ (loc.181)” were foundational to the organization of neoliberalism as an
ideological framework. She further notes that Hayek’s ‘morals of the market’ “also required that
moral obligations are limited to the requirement that we refrain from harming others, and do not
require positive obligations to others” (loc.232). In a similar vein, Melina Cooper (2016) marks
the development of these ideas by examining the influence of Chicago School economist Gary
Becker, who sought to end “welfare as we know it” and “enforce kinship obligations as an
alternative to the redistribution of income by the state” (loc. 1569).

Turning briefly to the second area of relevance for religious studies as noted above,
Edward Nik-Khah (2016) offers a fascinating look at the role of Chicago School economist
George Stigler, whose ideas eclipsed the views of Milton Friedman in the eyes of their Chicago
School colleagues by the early 1980s. Stigler was particularly interested in university education
and wanted to “spin off teaching from research” in order to “free elite scientists from such

14 For a book-length treatment of this idea, see Jaime Peck’s The Construction of Neoliberal Reason (2010).

13 For a book-length analysis of these ideas coming out of 1960s sub-cultures, see Fred Turner’s, From
Counterculture to Cyberculture (2006).
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teaching responsibilities” (loc. 1064). Junior scholars “would provide the “semi-skilled labor of
research,” while tenure would be removed altogether” (loc. 1130), replaced by patronage from
corporations and pro-market foundations, who he maintained would be “uncontaminated by the
egalitarian views of the government and the public at large” (loc. 1138).

Without making any strong proclamations about the character and effects of
neoliberalization, I propose that theorizing this concept reflects an effort to name a tradition of
thinkers, policies, institutions, and ideologies that have had a considerable impact on the modern
world. It is also evident that the type of morality and myth-making that neoliberal ideology is
commonly associated with can offer a useful analytic lens for thinking about the production of
modern subjectivities, including ideas about the individual, freedom, and the role of the state.15

Indeed, the curious blend of traditional morality with cultures of transgression that is said to
characterize neoliberal forms of governmentality is an area ripe for exploration in the study of
religion. Lastly, the link between neoliberalism and market-based solutions has clear
implications for the future of the study of religion, which has been among the more vulnerable
disciplines to cutbacks and austerity measures, especially following the 2008 Global Financial
Crisis. As I now turn to Elliott’s volume dealing with forty-years of scholarly reflection on the
reinvention of the study of religion, I offer the following question: to what extent has the current
crisis in religious studies been thought about in relation to neoliberal ideologies, along with its
conceptual and material effects on the future of the field? What elements of past critique ought
we to salvage and what needs to be more carefully scrutinized if we are to have a shot at getting
out of this maelstrom in the next, 5,10, or 20 years with our shirts still on our backs?

Revisiting the Reinvention of the Religious Studies

Writing in 1996 at a jointly sponsored NAASR and SSSR (Society for the Scientific Study of
Religion) meeting, Darlene Juschka states:

One foot still in theology (to interpret data religiously) and the other sliding between humanities and social
sciences (to interpret religious data), religious studies has suffered from an identity crisis since its
conception. This crisis has meant that it has cloistered itself from other university disciplines. Neither
theology nor a humanity or social science, it stands alone, and will, in the face of downsizing, fall alone
(211).

At least two things strike me about this statement. First, one gets the sense that little has changed
since 1996 when it comes to the types of crises that scholars in the critical study of religion (e.g.,
members of NAASR) have raised concerns about. Although it may be true that other sub-fields
have emerged in the interim to tip the balance away from theology (e.g., the Cognitive Science of
Religion), the challenge of unifying the field remains as divided as ever. Second, it may come16

as a shock to younger scholars to hear that downsizing in the humanities was a concern as far
back as the mid-1990s. More surprising still is a remark by Russell McCutcheon on the same

16 For example, The International Association for the History of Religion (IAHR) conference in Toronto in 2010,
entitled, “Religion: A Human Phenomenon,” prominently featured CSR scholarship (on panels and in keynote
addresses), as did the North American Association for the Study of Religion (NAASR) in Atlanta in 2015.

15 Sociologists of religion have long theorized about the relationship between state provisions and religiosity (see
Beckford 2012; Bruce 2002; and Norris & Inglehart 2004), though few have made explicit or sustained connections
with neoliberal ideology.
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panel from 1996, where he ends his piece by quoting then-colleague Charles Hedrick writing in
1976 about the looming job crisis, “the need to bridge the gap between the academic community
and the rest of the world,” and the importance of graduate schools taking the lead in finding
positions for their graduates (208). For McCutcheon, what is most disturbing is that this
statement from 1976 could have been written in 1997 (when his paper was published in the
Bulletin), while noting that little had been done in the intervening 21-years to remedy the crisis.

It is perhaps no coincidence that government investment in academic institutions began to
erode during this period in the mid-1970s as neoliberalization began to take hold. Few, however,
have made this connection in scholarly representations of the study of religion, nor traced the
relationship between changing political and economic structures with paradigm shifts in the
field. While a thorough analysis of such trends is beyond the scope of this paper, I want to
provoke the idea of reinventing religious studies as a process that is tied to crises occurring
outside of academic networks, and think about how neoliberal modes of governmentality have
shaped both our thinking, priorities, and (in-)abilities to address the various challenges that we
face. This includes the reduction in tenured and secure positions, the rise in contingent labor, and
ongoing cutbacks to the humanities in particular.

Elliott’s volume opens with a commissioned essay by Harold Remus reflecting on the
CSSR from 1969-2009 and its’ role in bringing together numerous professional societies
interested in shaping the field as a discipline distinct from theology. As one example, Remus
points to conversations among Council members in 1973 on “new” and “emerging areas,” such
as Native American, Women’s Studies, Afro-American, and New Religious movements (19). Of
more general concern at the time was the matter of how to transform religious studies into a
“humanistic enterprise,” along with choosing what methods and theories ought to be centred in
the interest of unifying the field (23). Claude Welch’s 1970-piece echoes this call for unifying
religious studies through the development of journals and graduate programs, while stressing the
need for “more adequate interpretation of the scholarly study of religion to government
agencies” (33). While it could be argued that the field has succeeded in developing the study of
previously marginalized areas, such as gender, race, and non-normative traditions, the matter of
unifying the field remains unresolved. Debates over whether areas studies, ‘critical,’ or ‘big tent’
approaches continue unabated, as does the question of whether and/or how to communicate17

with government agencies and the broader public.
The 1960s is noted by several scholars in this volume as a formative period for the

discipline finally coming into its own, while at the same time marking choices that may not, in
retrospect, have led to the best possible developments. For example, in his 1970 contribution,
John F. Wilson observes that concerns over the prevalence of “special pleading” and the
challenge of promoting more objective methods for the field seem to have declined, while area
studies, including a growing focus on “Eastern Wisdom,” have expanded considerably (35). For
these and other reasons, Wilson fears that “commitment … under the guise of ‘existential

17 A critique of the ‘big tent’ approach was the theme of the 2015 NAASR meeting in Atlanta. As the call for papers
states: “When Is the Big Tent Too Big? We seek papers that critically assess the strengths and weaknesses of the
“big tent” philosophy that governs professional organizations, publishing, and departments in religious studies and
biblical studies. This ‘big tent’ mixes etic and methodological naturalist perspectives with emic, confessional, and
theological approaches to religion along with opportunities for interfaith dialogue. Contributors to this session
identify the impact the Big Tent has on the secular study of religion and sacred texts and its status within the large
world of secular disciplines of the humanities and social sciences” (NAASR Note 2015).
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relevance’” has eclipsed the ideals of working toward “objectivity” and “neutrality” (36).
Writing over ten-years later, Carl A. Rashchke (1983) argues that the “demise of traditional
religious authority” (51) during the 1960s was replaced by a more individualistic and
experimental ethos, including “a romance with the archetypal and archaic” (54), recalling
Hancock’s (2020) analysis of 60s countercultures of transgression. For Rashchke, these cultural
trends coincided with the development of descriptive and phenomenological approaches to the
study of religion, which eclipsed theology proper (52). Rashchke effectively links these cultural18

trends with paradigm shifts in religious studies in a way that seems obvious in retrospect. Here
we might ask what kind of reflection is taking place in our current moment in relation to cultural
and political trends? More on this below.

Another common theme in the annals of the CSSR Bulletin is the problem of religious
studies relying too heavily on “imports” from other fields, such as Victor Turner, Mary Douglas,
and Cliffored Geertz. While Ninian Smart (1979) acknowledges that Mircea Eliade has made19

waves outside of religious studies proper, he sees a need to move beyond Eliade’s influence and
export theories that we are particularly adept to lead in, such as comparative ethics, the history of
religions, and addressing the insider/outsider problem. Smart ends his piece with a warning about
the state of universities in 1979, noting how they are not increasing in size, that “religious studies
is not laser technology,” and doesn’t acquire funding easily, and concludes with a warning that
“we’re shrinking almost, if we don’t watch out. And the only way in which we may develop
research in new directions is from sources outside our institutions” (50).

Writing in 1970 on teaching religion at the university, Robert Bellah draws attention to the
crisis “of boundaries and separations in the academic world,” which he attributes to
“specialization and differentiation” that threatens to tear our “whole culture … apart at the
seams” (94). For Bellah, taking an inductive approach to the discipline that centers the
experiences of students is one way to move beyond this impasse. In reply, James Dittes (1971)
argues that Bellah is overstating the case and that we can be more attentive to the kind of
arrogant reductionism found in the social sciences without playing into humanistic stereotypes
that may result in others not taking the study of religion seriously (98). In a conceptually-related
piece from 1981, John Whittaker takes exception with Bellah’s stance and asks whether there is
such a thing as “religious experience” that we can define in a neutral or objective way? Fast
forward to a series of responses to Robert Minor and Robert Baird’s 1983 contribution on
teaching religion, which foregrounds the existential relevance of learning about different cultures
and traditions, we see the lines between teaching religion vs. teaching about religion, and how
these boundaries might be navigated at state vs. religiously affiliated schools once again come to
the fore.

These early contributions in the CSSR Bulletin presage future debates that are still with
us today, and include: objectivity vs. experience and special pleading; straddling the boundaries
between humanistic and social scientific research; the insider/outsider problem, as well as
striking a balance between studying older vs. modern traditions and contemporary concerns.20

20 For a discussion on the latter theme, see Jacob Neusner’s contribution in this volume, “Religious Studies: The
Next Vocation.”

19 Walter Capp’s also makes this argument in his 1978 contribution (see pp. 43-45).

18 Commenting on the legacies of the 1960s on the field, Jacob Neusner writes in 1977 that understanding religious
studies as part of the humanities means opening up to “the human-meaning of being-religious in the lives of
ordinary folk, not only virtuosi” (Elliott 2013: 40).
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While the question of what defines the field of religious studies (as distinct from theology) has
not disappeared, it is clear that advances have been made when it comes to the deployment and
development of critical methods and areas of study, such as the post-9/11 rise in studies of
secularism and non-religion.21

At this point, at least two things are clear from these early contributions. First, defining
the field as distinct from theology has been a perennial concern since the 1960s, as has the
tension between certain varieties of humanism (e.g., centering experience and existential
concerns) and more rigorous social scientific approaches. Needless to say, as austerity continues
to spread, careful consideration of the (perceived) social legitimacy of what we do and how we
do it is more important than ever. Second, there appears to have been a shift in how we view the
problem of unifying the field. Whereas early debates focused on which methods and theories will
help us to clearly define ourselves as a discipline in order to secure a stable academic future,
current talk of crises don’t seem to have a lot to offer beyond talk of greater diversity within the
academy, reactions to Trumpism, modest nods to adjunct and contingent labor, and expressing
concerns over the climate emergency.22

All of this begs the question, has the goal of creating a strong and distinct field of study
in religion been the x-factor in getting us this far, or is there perhaps something else that we have
ignored? Has the ever-growing trepidation over the future of religious studies amidst broader
political trends been addressed in a systematic way since we first heard rumbles of austerity back
in the mid-1970s, or do we still find ourselves having barely moved on these considerations, as
McCutcheon lamented back in 1997?

In the roundtable discussion featuring Juschka, McCutcheon, along with Brain E. Malley, and
Gustavo Benevides, we find the most pointed and contemporaneous critique with neoliberal
concerns, with themes including critical scholarship vs. caretaking, identity politics, and the role
of social movements outside the University informing what we do. For McCutcheon, religious
studies ought to be viewed “not as a special case but as one among a number of fields engaged in
the theoretically based study of human beliefs, behaviors, and institutions (207),” thus suggesting
(at least to my mind) the need for more collaboration with social scientific areas of study. For
Juschka, the relative success of identity politics in dismantling “grand narratives” has been
tempered by populist trends throughout the 1990s, where the centering of the particular interests
of distinct groups—be they women, racialized, or queer communities, etc.—has superseded
efforts toward unifying the field through shared methods and theories. Importantly, she urges
scholars to connect “economic and political activity off campus with those on campus” in order
to “better understand the difficulties we presently face” (212).

It is interesting to note that the final section dealing with Islam and 9/11 reflects a more direct
engagement with pressing public concerns that Juschka and many others in the volume raise
dating back to 1970. Even here, however, it remains an ongoing debate as to whether the study of
Islam has become ‘critical,’ or whether the disproportionate attention that has been paid to it
since 2001 has been squandered in favor of more apologetic concerns. Relatedly, it is worth23

23 See Aaron’s Hughes’s Islam and the Tyranny of Authenticity (2015) and my own edited volume, Identity, Politics,
and the Study of Islam (2018) for a debate on these questions.

22 See, for example, recent conference themes, key note addresses, and initiatives of the American Academic of
Religion, the world’s largest religious studies organization. https://www.aarweb.org.

21 See Charles Elliott Vernoff’s essay, “Naming the Game: A Question of the Field,” for a more thorough analysis of
leading methods and theories in the field from the vantage point of 1983.
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asking why the work of the late Jonathan Z. Smith, who is among the most influential scholars of
religion of the last half century, has not been widely exported to other fields? Despite the efforts
of many to promote his work, it would appear that even J.Z. hasn’t cracked the barrier of24

cross-disciplinary dissemination with his novel approach to classification through, to quote him
from this volume, “description, comparison, redescription, and rectification” (140).

Returning to the matter of neoliberalism, I ask once again if there are any particular methods,
theories, and critiques that we ought to focus on or re-engage within the history of our discipline
to better positions ourselves to stop the bleeding and, hopefully, begin to thrive again in the
not-too-distant future? While I do not have much to offer here as to what can be done in terms of
political engagement to combat the effects of neoliberalization, I would urge more secure
scholars to at least encourage younger generations to purse critical engagement in both the
history of religions and the political economy of the University, including ideological critique of
neoliberalism—even if they don’t have the time for a deep-dive into such research themselves.
Likewise, being aware of how some departments are utilizing digital media to promote the field
(e.g., the Department of Religion at the University of Alabama) ought to be a model not only
worthy of replication, but also collaboration toward building broader community bridges outside
the university that some have been urging for decades.25

One of the most interesting contributions in Elliott’s volume is an essay by Tim Jensen
(1998), who highlights some of the successes that he and his colleagues have had in promoting
the study of religion “as a historical and social construct” (162) in Denmark, which they have
presented in newspapers, to businesses, and to government agencies—even going so far as place
a sociologist of religion (who replaced the Bishop of Copenhagen) in the Ministry of
Ecclesiastical Affairs (167). As a small and relatively homogenous country, Denmark has certain
built-in advantages (and perhaps necessities) when it comes to integrating academic study with
business and government agencies. The fact that such a model exists, however, and has
successfully pushed a critical, secular study of religion is an experiment that deserves closer
attention.

While Elliott’s volume is only a sample of some of the more pressing debates that occurred in
the study of religion over what is now more than half a century, it nonetheless provides a
snapshot of what piqued scholars’ interests, revealing both battles won, those currently being
fought, and battles still to come. In many ways, the problem with theology in the early days of
the field have been resolved, though much remains to be hashed out when it comes to how we
position ourselves in relation to it. A glimpse at job postings in 2021 revels a steady stream of
pastoral and theological positions as compared to a slow drip in the study of religion. Perhaps it’s
time to reconsider this relationship and ask what, if anything, might be done to collaborate, while
still remaining autonomous domains? (This is not a hill I wish to die on, though I submit that it is
at least worthy of discussion).

Another area worth considering is how the surge of identity politics through the advent of
social media has created new modes of mythmaking, especially when it comes to questions of
race, gender, and sexual identities. Although these are often volatile, hot-button topics, much of
the discourse on these questions resembles debates in the study of religion between critical and
apologetic approaches that favor special pleading. While it is true that a certain sector of
scholarship has leaned into identity-related questions when theorizing religion, it strikes me that

25See the department’s website on studying religion in culture at: https://religion.ua.edu.
24 See Braun and McCutcheon 2008; Braun and McCutcheon 2018; Crews & McCutcheon 2020.
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there is room to push this work further and perhaps even export some of our expertise when it
comes to walking the tightrope between insiders and outsiders, priests and heathens, as Ninan
Smart (albeit with a different set of concerns) called for over 40-years ago.

One final note that was not addressed in Elliott’s volume is the role of social media in
transforming scholarship on religion and the opportunities it may yet afford us. For a time, it
seemed that blogging was a new and fruitful horizon for religious studies, though attention has
lapsed in recent years, perhaps lost in the glut of information bursting from all sides. Given the26

lacks jobs in religious studies, the humanities and much of the social sciences, we would do well
to make better use of younger scholars, whose proximity to new cultural trends, native slag,
sub-cultures, and technologies, gives them a tremendous advantage over many older scholars
who naturally lose the thread of connectivity to the rhythms and lifeworlds of those who swim in
these waters each and every day.

If our new, digital horizons have come to resemble Paul Klee’s Twittering Machine (see note
1) under the lure of neoliberal reason, greater awareness of its effects on our discipline is a
crucial first step toward steering the systems and subjectivities that it has created in more
productive directions. In addition, what if the rich, yet often ignored history of religions is one of
those nascent forces waiting to be revived? What if the new horizons of social media can help
bring this about, while granting younger generations a key role in the process with their own
skill-sets in collaboration with the old guard? And what if the question of unifying the field has
finally found a common goal in developing methods and theories that speak back against
neoliberalization as a threat to our collective survival and, perhaps, can help us to rebuild beyond
the fog of perennial crises?
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