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RELIGIOUS LITERACY LEADERSHIP PROGRAMME CONFERENCE 7 FEBRUARY 2011
REFLECTIONS – WEARING THREE HATS
 Offer my reflections – wearing three hats
   as an academic (historian)
   as a vice-chancellor – essential experience Goldsmiths cf. London
   as someone who agreed from outset to become a champion

Inevitably a tension in the objectives that people have for such a programme
   would HEFCE have funded it ten years ago?
   probably not, because it would not have seemed relevant
   what made it seem relevant are wider social & political changes in UK society
      religion was seen as a basis for conflict within and between communities
      it was seen as problematic dimension of ‘multi-culturalism’ 
         because it involved passion and something awkward called faith
         multi-cultural society was seen as a liberal and hence rational good
         and then religion drew passion and faith into this enlightenment project
      and 9/11, 7/7 and extremist movements seemed to make these issues even more urgent
   as a consequence, religion and faith moved into forefront of public attention
      as a problem, as something that disturbed our liberal order
      even though liberal order in Britain owed its roots to particular forms of Protestant faith
      but then this wasn’t about Protestant religion – it was above all about Islam 
      indeed, British and wider European situation is special
     where conflicts associated with faith seen to focus upon one faith in a ‘secular society’ 
      conflicts in the USA are very different, because religious passion is Protestant
        something we find it hard to incorporate in our thinking

Let me observe that these opening comments already cause me concern
   because of the way I’ve fallen into the trap of privileging religion as a source of identity
   over the last decade that has become ever-more prominent
     and ethnicity often plays its role by being coterminous with religion
   something that Bei Parekh and I discussed at the launch dinner for the programme
   just as we thought that we understood the multiple sources of personal identity
     and the multiple-character of personal identity
     we’re thrust into discourses that simplify them and privilege just one – religion
  I’m not sure what are the sources of my own identity 
     but they include being Jewish, a Londoner, British, on the left, a father, an atheist, a 
       historian, a university manager, a European, a Tottenham supporter
       + probably other sources
  identities can be in tension, and they certainly aren’t simple
     especially if people’s identities occupy different spatial boundaries, as most do
  as Bei Parekh and I agreed, this oversimplification of people’s identities dangerous
     not least in the way it leads us to simple analysis and simple policy proposals

Back to the way religion and faith moved to the forefront of attention
And the demands that were then made for a better understanding of religion
   in a programme such as this
   HEFCE of course bought into the subtler and more thoughtful approach
   but the very forces that made religious literacy more urgent also narrowed what it meant
   the objectives for many had to be practical and about dealing with problems on campus
      the unsettling presence of religious faith in a setting that had become secular
      a setting where existing challenges to a secular modernist rationality 
         came not from religion 
         but from a post-modern critique that was very different
   the university was faced with cultural forces within itself that it struggled to handle
   presenting themselves in various ways that were usually associated with Muslim students
      the chapel became a multi-faith room but that somehow didn’t put the issue to bed
         because there were arguments over its use that senior mgt hadn’t expected
      those who didn’t drink alcohol were no longer a bizarre minority
         but distinctive religious and ethnic groups – and new arrangements had to be made
      political debate and campaigning which had characterised univs since 1960s
         for the first time included a significant religious dimension
         above all as Palestine issue became ever more prominent (tensions Muslim, Jewish)
    and thus religion became a problem in a secular univ world that had forgotten it
      at least forgotten it other than as a subject of academic study
      religion within academic study remained critically important
         where it represented key forces shaping the literary and artistic past 
         something without which whole periods of history could not be understood
         and a subject of sociological and anthropological study (and, of course, theology)
   but the importance of religion in university life rather than academic study largely new

And univ snr mgts struggled to face up to the implications
      their secular rationality implied that you left your religion at the door when you entered
      but the university community increasingly suffused with it
      and as international students with religious faith grew
      and as widening participation drew in students from communities where faith mattered
      so university snr mgt needed help
   and they needed help in a context where religion came to be narrowed to one religion
      and where that religion came to be identified in public discourse with violence
   much of tension and apprehension univ snr managers derived from that
       esp as rightly  uneasy about responding to these problematic public discourses

University senior mgt was not prepared for this
   it wasn’t just tensions amongst students that made it an issue
   but the insistence of politicians that univs were a source of religious radicalisation
      something that we knew to be very rare
   we were on the defensive
      needing to protect freedom of speech 
      while being told from outside to root out extremist ideas
   and being on the defensive meant that we needed help and advice

So, the expectation that the programme would help in practical ways
   respond to real practical and policy imperatives
   issues relating to religion and belief in context of extension of anti-discrimination law
      new obligations from April 2011 arising out of Equality Act 2010
      religious literacy for leaders seen by ECU as critical element in meeting those
      all sorts of practical issues:
         catering, social spaces, religious holy days, exam timetables, teaching timetables
   practical dimensions of ensuring good campus relations
      and not just because of Equality Act requirement to foster good relations
      how to pick one’s way through legal issues about freedom of speech
      and even more the conceptual issues
        Malcolm Grant’s working group on academic freedom for UUK relevant here
        underlined by my own experience at Goldsmiths
            pro-Palestinian speakers and campaigns
               their posters and speeches upset many Jewish and Israeli students
               and I had to explain to Jewish Society - we had regulations against intimidation etc
               but I couldn’t prevent their being upset
            came to a head: speech on lecture tour by Holocaust survivor
 
  ‘Warsaw Ghetto/Gaza Ghetto’
            demands that I ban it them – almost entirely from outside College not within
               legal and moral imperatives meant that I couldn’t do so
               legal responsibility to ensure freedom of speech within the law on campus
               and moral responsibility to protect such a defining feature of a university
               back to the moment when Fray Luis Ponce de León of University of Salamanca
                  was imprisoned by Inquisition 1580s for what he said in lectures and publications
                  and on release after four years returned from Valladolid and continued to lecture
               there are thus both legal and moral imperatives why I could not ban these speakers
            liked to use Clerk Kerr’s marvellous statement (communist speaker at Berkeley):

“The university is not engaged in making ideas safe for students. It is engaged in  
             making students safe for ideas.”
No wonder a programme to help better understanding of religion seemed welcome
   but ‘please could it tell us what to do’, seemed to be the demand
   and there is a strand of criticism of the religious literacy leadership programme...
      ... that complains that it isn’t practical enough
      that it doesn’t help univ snr mgt know what to do
   is it realistic for people to expect this kind of practical advice on these kind of issues?
      there are other sources of these
         eg ECU’s own guidance, UUK publications, new guidelines on their way
   perhaps the programme was always more than that
      about understanding, communications, building a leadership base for this?
      and it is a pity that senor mgts’ engagement patchy and not always linked into institution
      clearly engaged events and workshops
         but how well have they connected back into institutional policy and practice?
         seems less clear according to evaluation

Why did I accept invitation to become a champion
   partly because not sure what it meant...

Wondered since then whether programme excessively emphasises role of vice-chancellors:

“The stances taken by vice-chancellors on these questions will play a major part in determining the status, role and shape of faith in the UK’s public debates and institutions as the issue develops under the future leadership of today’s graduates and staff.”
this probably asks and expects too much
      and excessively personalises leadership in this very complex area
  so, why did I agree to become a champion?
    really because it sought to root the practical requirements to which I’ve pointed...
      in something that was not only practical
      but connected with what a university was meant to be about
      intellectual inquiry, open discussion, search for understanding
      my three hats could indeed overlap (so long as I didn’t dance on them)
How is this meant to connect with ‘religious literacy’?
   it connects within the Enlightenment project of rational understanding 
      that is, of course, the basis of the modern British university
   if rational people understand each other then irrational conflict will not occur
      a fundamental strand of liberal thought in 19th-century England
   I partake of it myself
      what I said at Goldmiths degree ceremonies 
      let me quote a recurring passage in my speeches at these ceremonies:

“Let me dwell for a moment on tolerance, something that is so vital in today’s world. The experience of an open and diverse university community – such as that enjoyed by students at Goldsmiths – has a profound impact on society. Most ethnic groups in Britain today are here at Goldsmiths - and the student body also contains 131 different nationalities. Universities are communities more diverse than any one can find elsewhere, communities in which people learn and mix together, interested in each others’ ideas and alert to the cultural forces that shape humanity - and which alas far too often divide it.  Through their university studies and through the university community, students learn to understand themselves and others better, they learn about the diversity of Britain and the complexity of the global society that affects us all. In a world threatened by ideologies and passions that seem to drive people to misunderstand each other, the university is a powerful force for critical and thoughtful humanity, and for the tolerance that that brings.”

   I believed that passionately
    but I realised when reflecting for my speech today...
        just how it was bound up with a particular conception of what understanding produces

and thus was born the conception of religious literacy
   it is an instrumentalist conception of why we need to understand religion
   and it is not surprising if many say that that is all well and good
   but please tell us what to do
Let’s step back from this and reinstate religion as critical to the academic project
   and that means retreating from the assumption that religion has to be explained
      (incidentally, something that might seem a challenge for me, an atheist of Jewish origin)
   I found this when teaching history to students for whom religion couldn’t be real motive
      so found the real elsewhere in the social or political or economic
      the challenge was to make students realise that religion shaped people’s world
      and was their world and the way they thought
         in the west, until and often beyond the 19th century
   a good example -  David Brion Davis on anti-slavery movements early-19th c. Britain
      showing how freedom was defined in very specific traditions
         those of Christian religion and political economy: slaves had to be made free for both
      thus religion defined (rather than replaced) the uncomplicated humanitarianism... 
         that students liked to see as source of demands for freedom – they struggled with this
   as it happens, teaching about religion....
      like challenge about teaching early- to mid-19thC nationalism as a radical phenomenon
      to students 1980s who only saw it as conservative, imperialist, reactionary
      how could people believe in it with passion as a progressive force?
      then the break-up of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia
         made it easier to understand political complexity & cultural power of nationalist ideas
      thus, our ability to understand what seems alien changes as our own world surprises us
      so with teaching past societies and politics where religion was a shaping phenomenon
   that meant understanding religious ideas, discourses, symbols, connections
      as mode of real relations and real ways of thinking 
      easier for alien religions than for Protestant ideas: latter were Gramscian common sense
   had to challenge students to do this, but was important

Thus I was attracted to be a champion because it engaged with my experiences
    as an academic and teacher as well as a university senior manager 
    to recapitulate and develop something I’ve already noted but in another way...
      the concept of religious literacy that underpins the project...
      is rooted in a belief in ‘community cohesion’
      which is supposed to emerge from mutual understanding between faith traditions
      and between these and the wider society
      as Adam Dinham and Stephen Jones express it:
      Religious literacy has been seen as a means to the building of bridges and links across 
      traditions to avoid social segregation and different groups of people leading separate 
      lives
    there are inevitable dangers in this
      that mutual understanding means knowing religious symbols, practice, theology of other
      when real understanding requires more – above all cultural and social meaning of these
      danger that the cohesion agenda produces superficial understanding
      when as academics we know why so much more is needed

And thus the tension becomes a real one, rooted in our own intellectual framework
   let’s better understand religion 
   for instrumental reasons
     to engender tolerance and understanding
     to reduce tensions on campus
     to help academic and snr mgrs know what to do to minimise problems

Can that tension be overcome?
   it should be the aim of the next stage of this programme to do so
   by working out what religious literacy actually means
      why it matters
      and the role of higher education in this project called ‘religious literacy’
   there are real and growing reasons why religion has to be understood
      because we have legal and equality obligations
      because we need to ensure that we meet and support needs of all our students 
         in student-focused financial regime that will be pragmatically essential
      and because we have real and potential tensions that concern us as univ managers
      these are practical instrumental reasons that are important
   but I’d like to believe that in a university knowledge is not simply instrumental
      in the same way that we protest that the distinction pure and applied research unhelpful
         preferring Nobel-Prize winning scientist George Porter’s two kinds of research 
         ‘applied and not-yet applied’
      so we need to believe that serious non-instrumental religious literacy
         will be the basis for more practical success than work driven by primarily applied goals
   let’s therefore seek to return religion to a proper place in human understanding
      we need it for so much of the humanities and social sciences
          properly to understand the objects of our study
          and the modes of thinking and meaning that turns our objects of study into subjects
       we need it for the study of our own pasts
       and increasingly for our own present – and that of other parts of contemporary world
And that, inevitably, reminds us of the reason why humanities and social sciences matter
   a live debate at the moment – and one in which we must all engage not protest
   pick up one point that I often make in defence of humanities
   complaint sometimes made that humanities disciplines don’t give clear answers
      often true - people are complex 
      shaped by language, identities, history, faiths, cultures
      humanities help us understand that complexity – in own society and others
      and if it doesn’t always produce neat answers...
         then we need disciplines that do that when needed
         rather than those that tell us that all is easy
         stop looking for simple answers to complex realities
Which takes us back to what the university is for
   and the dispassionate pursuit of knowledge and understanding is fundamental
   if we need to improve quality of discussion in society about religion
          and about relation between religions and their adherents
       then universities are ideal place to investigate and shape that
       it’s what we exist for
          a dispassionate, neutral territory
          where discussion and engagement can take place
       but it would be wrong to assume that we know what that outcome will be
          even if from our liberal vantage point we know what we want   
      underlying assumption is that the more we understand the more we’ll be harmonious
          a deeply liberal conception of sources of harmony
          one that I cannot but wish as a citizen to be true
          even if, as a historian, I cannot but see the historical specificity of this idea
          (ah, different identities in tension again....)
  nonetheless, if we can get a better sense of what religions mean amongst staff & students
      then the sense of some religions as being alien and all religion as being unreal will go
      the aim is not to make everyone have a faith – my own perspective would reject that
      but to make sensitive understanding of what religion is one of outcomes of univ educ

Thus the challenge for the Religious Literacy Leadership Programme
   are these objectives in tension?
      the intellectual and the practical?
      and if they are, how get balance right
   and if they’re not, then how persuade people that one leads to the other, somehow
     if we insist on the intellectual project of the university then we have to believe that
     but for univ snr mgt that isn’t always easy
   which is why I’m here wearing three hats
      
   
   
  
         
     
       

