
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cjcr20

Journal of Contemporary Religion

ISSN: 1353-7903 (Print) 1469-9419 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cjcr20

Religion: Material Dynamics

David Morgan

To cite this article: David Morgan (2019) Religion: Material Dynamics, Journal of Contemporary
Religion, 34:3, 571-572, DOI: 10.1080/13537903.2019.1661610

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2019.1661610

Published online: 02 Oct 2019.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cjcr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cjcr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13537903.2019.1661610
https://doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2019.1661610
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cjcr20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cjcr20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13537903.2019.1661610
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13537903.2019.1661610
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13537903.2019.1661610&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-10-02
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13537903.2019.1661610&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-10-02


BOOK REVIEWS

Religion: Material Dynamics, by David Chidester, Oakland, CA & Bognor Regis:
University of California Press, 2018, 257 pp., US$85.00, £66.00 (hb), US$29.95, £24.00
(pb), ISBN 978–0–520–29765–4 (hb), ISBN 978–0–520–29766–1 (pb), ISBN 978–0–
520–96993–31 (eb)

Organised as a series of 15 key words, this book offers a critical lexicon that examines
the materiality of religions through the lens of political economy. David Chidester is
well known for his work on empire and colonialism as the historical and cultural
matrix for understanding modern religions. This book shows how the political
economy of religion exerts itself internationally and locally in the materiality of
religions. Chidester argues that the political character of religion in the form of
power relations takes shape in human societies in the material form of mobility,
space, circulation, apartheid, touch, shamanism, and fetishism among other key
aspects of religious life. He explores these terms by plunging into their dense
historiographies among scholars of religion over the past few centuries,
demonstrating how the academic study of religion is itself deeply shaped by the
same history of colonialism. ‘Religion’ became a powerful cultural category for
conceiving of nationhood, empire, social hierarchy, slavery, trade, and property.

Some might object that this approach tends to restrict the author’s insights to
recent global history, but empire and colonialism are nothing new. The same
dynamics he outlines using examples since the sixteenth century can be readily
applied to the ancient world in Europe and the Middle East as well as throughout
Asia, in successive ages of empire. Others will find the concentration on the cultural
politics and economy of religions excessive. However, that is often the response to
scholarship that resists a substantive definition of religion and Chidester generally
sides with Durkheim on this matter. Only rarely does that result in a tendency to treat
religion as epiphenomenal. For instance, while he fully recognizes the importance of
media and mediation in the cultural work of religions, he also asserts that “successful
religious groups generally adopt the material culture, the visual media, the musical
styles, and other features of popular culture” (168–169). This seems to suggest that
religion is by nature something other than popular. Subordinating religions to popular
culture in a wholesale manner easily overlooks the pushback among those religious
groups that make a point of resisting aspects of commercial media and misses the
innovative contributions of other religious groups that thrive on popular culture that
they themselves invent and actively produce.

Chidester defines materiality in appropriately broad terms. It is not just things, ‘the
stuff of religion’, bodies and objects and places, but the ways in which they “are
animated through practices of sensory engagement, economic exchange, and
technological mediation. Material culture is the cultural activity of things.” (79) This
clearly points us to the broader contexts in which material things do their work,
socially and historically. In a wide array of historical examples, Chidester explores the
‘material dynamics’ that forge the stuff of religion and its uses. For instance, thinking
about the theme of ‘circulation’, he considers how colonial incursions among
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indigenous peoples under Russian imperial rule remapped territory from Siberia to
Alaska and in the process changed the practice of shamanism: “Under colonial
conditions, horizontal movement within [the] spiritual geography of the world
tended to be replaced by a vertical axis along which shamans ascended to the sky or
descended to the underworld. [. . .] Since [the physical] world had come under the
control of an alien colonizing power, shamans had to work out an alternative spiritual
geography that transcended colonial conditions.” (143) Space itself is redefined in the
shaman’s imaginary. One of the key points Chidester wants to make is that religion is
always on the move. Therefore scholars must respond by developing ways of studying
it as dynamic rather than static.

Among students of religion in modernity, this book will serve to situate
material studies within the larger context of migration, colonialism, global
capitalism, and the many components of modernisation. Moreover, the study of
material religion is in a strong position to demonstrate and enrich some of the
overarching themes that Chidester stresses such as mobility, mediation, and
sensation. Further, the author’s broad reading in global history and his deep
understanding of the historiography of the academic study of religion will make
this book very useful for students and scholars of religion far beyond the modern
era.
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Christianity and the Limits of Materiality, edited by Minna Opas and
Anna Haapalainen, London & New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017,
Bloomsbury Studies in Material Religion, xv + 274 pp., £81.00, US$120.00 (hb),
£28.99, US$39.99 (pb), ISBN 978-1-4742-9175-0 (hb), ISBN 978-1-3500-9464-2
(pb), ISBN 978-1-4742-9177-4 (ePDF), ISBN 978-1-4742-9178-1 (ePub)

This edited volume byMinna Opas and AnnaHaapalainen is the outcome of a conference
held in Turku, Finland, in 2014, organised around the same theme—“Christianity and the
Limits of Materiality”. As the title of the book suggests, the contributors engage with
Matthew Engelke and Matt Tomlinson’s edited book Limits of Meaning: Case Studies in
the Anthropology of Christianity (2006).While the Limits ofMeaning focused on language,
this book demonstrates the material and ontological turn that has been taking place in the
field of religion in general and within Anthropology of Christianity in particular.

The volume’s point of departure is that categories of the material and of the
immaterial are not given but depend on socially shared categories, as Webb Keane
(2007) has argued. Consequently, the editors argue, these categories are often
contested, they are at risk and are therefore continually in need to be worked upon
in everyday religious life. Opas and Haapalainen use the concept of boundary work for
practices and negotiations which are “conducted at the limits between the material
and immaterial and constituting those limits” (4). The overall aim of this volume is to
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