BSA Sociology of Religion group study day
Religion, conflict and violence in historical and contemporary perspective
In conjunction with Constantine's Dream: Belonging, Deviance, and the Problem of Violence in Early Christianity, a research project on historical aspects of religious violence funded by the RCUK Global Uncertainties: Ideas and Beliefs Fellowship programme.
Saturday 5th February, 10.30am-4.30pm
Whitworth Council Chamber, University of Manchester

One of the exciting developments in recent academic work on religion has been cross-disciplinary collaboration and discussion between historians and social scientists. Focused on common areas of interest as well, sometimes, as shared theoretical approaches, such cross-disciplinary work has great potential to generate more nuanced analysis of social contexts from different times and places as well as giving greater historical depth to social scientific interpretations of contemporary society.  

This study day is an attempt to encourage further such cross-disciplinary work, by focusing discussion on the inter-sections of religion, conflict and violence in different religious traditions, times and places. Areas under discussion will include the ways in which religion is, and is not, implicated in violence commissioned by State or non-State actors, the ways in which religious groups respond to or negotiate violence, the lived religious meanings of violence and conflict-resolution, or the construction of religious groups as sources of violence or social threat.

PROGRAMME

10:30
Coffee and Welcome

11:00
Robert GLEAVE (University of Exeter), Legitimate and Illegitimate Violence in Islamic Thought: The State of the Question (Keynote Address)
12:00
Matthew FRANCIS (University of Leeds), For God’s sake: making a useful distinction between the ‘sacred’ and ‘religion’ in constructions of religious violence
12:45
Lunch (Christie’s Bistro, Whitworth Building)
2:00
Kate COOPER (University of Manchester), Martyrdom, Memory, And Media Revolutions: The Case of Early Christianity 
David NATAL (Universidad de León), Ritualizing religious violence: the martyrs of La Val di Non (398 A.D.) and the Christianization of Northern Italy

3:00 
Jamie WOOD (University of Manchester), Cognitive violence in late antiquity: the body of Christ and the reproduction of Christian community

James CORKE-WEBSTER (University of Manchester), Martyrdom and the Family: Narratives of Resistance in Early Christianity and Modern Britain

4:00
Tea
ABSTRACTS

	Legitimate and Illegitimate Violence in Islamic Thought: The State of the Question 

Robert GLEAVE (University of Exeter)

R.Gleave@exeter.ac.uk


Professor Gleave will speak about the work of the Legitimate and Illegitimate Violence in Islamic Thought (LIVIT) project funded under the Global Uncertainties Programme of Research Councils UK, which aims to provide a historical perspective on developments in Muslim thought regarding the justification for violence.  The talk will consider three interlinked themes:

· Violence and the state When and how did the state become the justifying factor for violence in Islamic thought?

· Messianism and violence How does the Muslim belief in the return and appearance of a messiah legitimise (or delegitimize) violent acts?

· Jihad rhetoric in popular and scholarly Islam To what extent are modern discussions on jihad linked to the pre-modern intellectual tradition?

	For God’s sake: making a useful distinction between the ‘sacred’ and ‘religion’ in constructions of religious violence

Matthew FRANCIS (University of Leeds)
m.francis@leeds.ac.uk


In this paper, I challenge the privileged place given to religion in many discourses on violent and/or terrorist organisations. In its place, I suggest that an analysis of the non-negotiable beliefs of groups, both secular and religious, provides a more meaningful and constructive approach to understanding the potentialities of violence developing from group’s ideologies.

Many accounts of groups, including al Qaeda and Hizb ut-Tahrir, have focused on the role that religious beliefs have played in violent discourses and actions.  In this paper, I examine the statements of these groups to understand the context and details of their beliefs, and where these might suggest the potential for violent conflict with their perceived enemies.  This approach suggests a shift from a focus on discourses of ‘god’, to those of sacred values and beliefs, which might equally be shared in form and or content by non-religious groups.  In making this distinction, I demonstrate a framework that provides a more nuanced understanding of the move to violent beliefs which, in turn, can provide a more intelligent response to this move. This paper will provide examples from my recent research on both the above groups, as well as the (secular) Red Army Faction. 

	Martyrdom, Memory, And Media Revolutions: The Case of Early Christianity 

Kate Cooper (University of Manchester)
kate.cooper@manchester.ac.uk


This talk approaches the question of how individuals labelled as subversive or deviant are eventually re-interpreted as heroes and even as spiritual protectors of the state.  We will consider two aspects of early Christian martyrdom in light of this question.  

On the one hand, early Christian communities struggled to define themselves in a context in which their religious views were branded as deviant and indeed treasonous, as undermining the sacralised authority of the emperor in the Roman state.  At the level of the concrete historical event, there is a story to be told here about competing interpretations: while the Roman state authority occasionally punished deviants whose non-conformity with Roman state cult was considered to be a crime against the state, Christian writers from the second century claimed that the public execution of Christians in this context was in fact an opportunity for them to make known the moral superiority of the men and women of their faith, who were willing to die for their beliefs.

At another level, however, martyrdom was not a concrete historical event but rather a literary phenomenon.  Texts about the heroic faith of the martyrs played an important role in early Christian identity formation, and the memory of the martyrs quickly became a hotly contested kind of social capital.

The contest over the memory of the martyrs became particularly pointed with the Christianization of the Roman state in the early fourth century.  The potential of the martyrs as Christian culture-heroes very quickly attracted the interest of writers who saw the martyrdom as an event that could be reproduced in narrative, to lend moral power to theological agendas that were sometimes unrelated to the actual views of the historical martyrs.  We will pay special attention to the fourth-century church historian Eusebius of Caesarea, whose Ecclesiastical History  and Martyrs of Palestine 

Key here will be the work of Doron Mendels, the Israeli scholar of late antiquity whose The Media Revolution of Early Christianity (1999) has studied Eusebius’ martyr narratives through the lens of twentieth-century literature on the media event, exploring how the martyrs were re-cast as icons of moral legitimacy for the newly Christianized Roman state.  We will also explore whether/how the work of modern sociologists on suicide terrorism, such as the controversial work of Robert Pape (Dying to Win: The Social Logic of Suicide Terrorism, 2005) can shed light on the early Christian phenomenon.  At the same time, we will consider the reverse question, whether the ancient phenomenon can in turn shed light on its modern parallels.
	Ritualizing religious violence: the martyrs of La Val di Non (398 A.D.) and the Christianization of Northern Italy

David NATAL (Universidad de León)

d.natal@unileon.es 


In 398, three missionaries were killed and burned by the population of Anaunia (La Val di Non, in Northern Italy) after having tried to prevent the locals from celebrating the pagan ceremony of lustrum. Soon after, Vigilius of Trent, who had responsibility for the mission, described the evangelizers as martyrs and began the distribution of their relics. This rhetoric of the ancient martyrdom helped Vigilius to switch roles and describe Christian coercion as a legitimate, inoffensive action that sharply contrasts with the violent oppression of the pagans. On the other hand, Vigilius depiction of the murders surprisingly resembles that of the suovetaurilia in an attempt for inoculating the pagan ritual of lustration with the new blood of the martyrs.  Through this case study, this paper will focus in how the act of ritualizing and remembering past violence was a process of symbolization that helped to display and negotiate notions of identity, power and legitimacy that work for the acceptance of Christianity.
	Cognitive violence in late antiquity: the body of Christ and the reproduction of Christian community

Jamie WOOD (University of Manchester)

Jamie.wood@manchester.ac.uk


This paper examines the role of religious teaching in the growth and maintenance of Christian communities in late antiquity. It tests the thesis that theological concepts and the ways in which they were taught in antiquity had social origins and social consequences. 

Scholars of this period have enthusiastically adopted the theories of Pierre Bourdieu to explain the function that education played in processes of social reproduction. However, one criticism that has been levelled at Bourdieu is that his theories do not account for change as well as they explain continuity. And, if it was nothing else, late antiquity was a time of intense social, religious and political change. We must therefore look beyond Bourdieu if we are to understand the relationship between education and religious change in this period.   

The paper begins by introducing two theories derived from the social sciences which throw a new light on how elite ideas were communicated and received in late antiquity: 

1. Cognitive dissonance: the basic idea here is that people have a tendency to rationalise actions that are inconsistent with their beliefs and values by altering their memory or perception of those actions, rather than simply altering their beliefs or their actions.  

2. Threshold concepts: the basic idea here is that within academic disciplines there are certain ideas that govern whether a new student succeeds in grasping and progressing within the discipline. When grasped these concepts are hard to unlearn and transform the student’s perception of their subject. 

These theories will be tested against a case study from late antique Christianity: the meaning of the body of Christ (corpus Christi) for the construction, maintenance and reproduction of Christian identity and community.  

The paper closes with some suggestions and posing questions about the broader applicability of these theories and approaches to the study of religious groups.
	Martyrdom and the Family: Narratives of Resistance in Early Christianity and Modern Britain

James Corke-Webster (University of Manchester)

james.corke-webster@postgrad.manchester.ac.uk


On Christmas Day 2009, 23 year old Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab tried to martyr himself by bringing down a Northwest Airlines flight to Detroit. Subsequently it emerged that his father, Alhaji Umaru Mutallab, had become concerned about his son’s fanatical religious views six months previously and had informed the US government about his concerns.
 Closer to home, the ringleader of the London 7/7 bombings, Mohammad Sidique Khan, has been revealed to be a married man with a very young daughter, and a history of working successfully with young people as a learning mentor.
 A video tape released subsequently shows him just before his suicide martyrdom together with his daughter, and reveals an emotional conflict between his love for her and his sense of duty. 

These two case studies reveal two distinct ways in which the issue of modern suicide terrorism is closely bound up with the problem of loyalty within the family. In the first case, the younger generation rejects the value systems of the older and rejects the family network in favour of a different interpretative community with a more extreme ideology.  In the second, a member of the older generation who desires martyrdom must reconcile parental love and responsibility with the pull of the other-worldly. 

These two variations on the tension between family and other-worldly loyalty have a long history that reaches back to narrative motifs in early Christian and Jewish martyrdom accounts. The resistance of younger generation to older is a key theme in the early Christian text entitled The Martyrdom of Saints Perpetua and Felicitas, which claims to relate the struggle of a young Christian woman with her father over whether or not she should give herself up as a martyr at Carthage in 203 AD. (Other sources, such as the 2nd C AD Acts of Paul and Thecla, preserved among the Apocryphal Acts, preserve a similar motif.) 

The case of the martyr’s concern for his/her own children is demonstrated famously in 2 and 4 Maccabees, Jewish texts written under the Roman Empire, most likely in the 2nd C AD. Here the principal heroine is a mother who is praised for encouraging her seven sons to give themselves up as martyrs, before being martyred herself.  (A similar anecdote is found in Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, where a mother encourages her daughters to drown themselves together with her.)

Scholars of late antiquity have shown that these texts can be understood more fully against the background of non-Christian fiction written around the same time, in particular five extant ancient novels produced between the 1st C BC and the 3rd C AD, which chart the ‘identity crisis’ of adolescent Greeks living under the Roman Empire through narratives in which the adolescent is separated from family and/or romantic partner through shipwreck or kidnapping, before being re-integrated into the social order through a romantic ‘happy ending’.  Post-colonial approaches have given rise to a reading of these novels as the literary productions of a Greek-speaking literary culture living somewhat uncomfortably under the Roman Empire, and to a scholarly appreciation of the importance of identity negotiation in these Graeco-Roman texts. 

This is nowhere more true than where early Christian narratives involving violence are concerned.  Scholars such as Kate Cooper and Judith Perkins have read the early Christian martyr narratives in light of post-colonial approaches to the ancient novel, and established that similar identity negotiations, and comparable coping mechanisms to deal with the problems of living under the Empire, are in play. Where Judith Perkins has focused upon suffering as a key element of these identity negotiations, Kate Cooper has focused upon family drama and tension as a literary motif in the early Christian context. So, for example, the Acts of Paul and Thecla repeats the structure of the Greek novels in that Thecla leaves her family in a moment of conflict, travels the Mediterranean and returns home. But instead of the reconciliation with the family found at the end of the novels, Thecla is again rejected by her mother and so leaves the family network for good.  Where the Greek novels eventually reaffirm the family and the state it represents, this early Christian text rejects it and thus sets up itself and its reader in opposition to the Roman state.

The application of modern post-colonial theory to the Roman Empire has thus lead to an increased understanding of ancient narratives dealing with intergeneration tension, identity construction and the looming spectre of violence.  I suggest that this interpretative strategy can now be usefully applied to modern fictional narratives involving displaced Muslim families in a British post-colonial context, and can thus shed light on the two types of family tension. Naima B. Roberts’ recent teen novel Boy vs. Girl, for example, echoes many of the themes of the ancient narratives: her protagonists, a boy and a girl (but brother and sister here, rather than young lovers) find themselves in conflict with their family during Ramadan, and move out into the larger world of “Western” British society. Intriguingly, the narrative employs many similar themes to the early Greek and Christian texts – dream sequences, scenes of great violence, even a scene that closely resembles a fake death. Most importantly, the narrative ends with a scene of reconciliation between older and younger generations; in this respect this British novel is closer to the Greek novels than to the early Christian martyr narratives. This modern text and others engage in identity negotiations not unlike those of the ancient novel.

It is far harder to draw generalised conclusions about the social location of modern genres of narrative in the way scholars have done for the ancient world – increased literacy and the proliferation of texts naturally mean that more diverse voices are contributing. Some Muslim novels published under the aegis of the Islamic Foundation of the UK are written by the current older generation of British Muslims with an explicit intent of guiding the perceptions of young readers, while others, like Nadeem Aslam’s prize-winning Maps for Lost Lovers, represent voices more closely reflecting the concerns of a disaffected younger generation. Still, a comparison of these texts with their ancient counterparts can help us appreciate the discursive landscape within which family tension and the threat of violence emerge as literary tools in identity negotiation where dislocated Muslim communities in Britain are concerned, and perhaps better the understand the dynamics of inter-generations tension reflected in reports of actual modern martyrdom attempts.
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