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Religious Literacy for Equality in Religion or Belief

Dialogue I: Religion and Belief in the Public Sphere (28 Feb 2013)

The first of the series, this dialogue focused on issues surrounding the place and shape of religion and belief in the public sphere. The rationale for starting with this emerged from our analysis of earlier work which indicates that religion or belief are unstable categories with contested meanings. At the same time, many assumptions are made about religion or belief, even – or especially - at a subconscious level, which can lead to decision-makers, employees and service users acting as though something is the case which in reality looks quite different. In other words, there is very likely to be a gap between how religion or belief are imagined and how they are actually lived. Religious literacy suggests that turning to the evidence would be a helpful thing to do. 

This task has been greatly facilitated by a UK research council programme of research on religion and society which has recently been completed. This was a five-year Religion and Society programme with £12m funding from the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC). It supported 75 original research projects which have produced a large amount of new evidence and understandings of contemporary religion in society which can be turned to (see www.religionandsociety.org.uk). 

Headline findings are that the landscape of religion or belief is more complex and therefore harder than ever to define. The religious landscape is Christian, secular and plural; it is becoming less formal; more and more of us believe nothing; or something – but we’re not sure what; or many things, as in Jewish atheism or Christian Hinduism; many people hold spiritual, non-creedal, non-organisational beliefs. Others have non-religious beliefs which are deeply important to them, as in humanism, secularism and environmentalism. A realistic notion of the religion or belief landscape as it appears in the evidence would be a grounding place to begin. The strongest and best-fitting approaches will be grounded in a realistic understanding of the landscape and the debates which surround it. 
Input from a Leading Thinker

An introductory presentation by Dr. Rebecca Catto, a sociologist formerly of Lancaster University and now of Coventry University, set the discussion in the context of the contemporary, diffuse and diverse religion or belief landscape. Dr Catto highlighted
 that there is no such thing as the religious viewpoint, just as 
being ‘non-religious’ does not mean an absence of beliefs or values. She suggested that research can support informed dialogue, which avoids the hijacking of debate by those who shout the loudest.

The full presentation can be found on the project website www.religiousliteracy.org  
The dialogue groups focused on the following questions, with a summary of the discussions which took place, below:

1. Can religion or belief be defined at all, and should we try? Is law the best way to reach definitions? 
This talking point was designed to take the dialogue towards the central issue of what a religion or belief is and therefore how we know what counts as protected in the first place. The research evidence is that religion or belief are among the stretchiest of concepts. Yet law depends on the ability to define in general. So there is a fundamental problem built in to the construction of religion or belief as a legally protected characteristic. Can the tension be resolved between the definitude
 of law and the stretchiness of religion or belief? In particular we wanted to explore what practical steps employers and providers can take to meet their obligations in this context of contestability.  

There was broad recognition that religion or belief cannot be adequately or precisely defined. Views were mixed on whether such definitions are desirable, and whether law is the best means of achieving them. Key positions emerged in two directions: those who thought that definitions as provided by courts of law were essential to defining the parameters of protection and freedom from discrimination; and others who felt the language of ‘protection’ casts religion or belief, and responses to them, in a negative light to begin with. 

The question is what can be done to help shed more light than heat. One suggestion is that a briefing of some kind outlines the reasons that protection has been extended to religion or belief in the first place, especially in terms of freedom of religion. 

A broader question which emerged is what practical measures and advice could assist, whatever your religion or belief position? A suggestion was for the development of a set of core values, simply expressed and understood, to guide behaviour and action. These would capture some very general starting points for going forward, and in this sense would resemble ground rules. They would precede dialogue and decision-making themselves and stand as a basis for deciding how the dialogue or decision-making should be approached in the first place. For example, ‘all points of view must be respectfully heard’. 

This suggests that there may be a need for a process of continuous digesting, not just of case law but also of the wider debates and contestations in the public sphere. People value guidance but not when it simply restates the law. They also want structured opportunities and materials to help them discuss and digest and build confidence and competence in this area. 

2. Are there ways in which employers and providers can really get to know how a religion or belief is 'lived', and what difference would it make to do so? 

This talking point was introduced to attract attention to the possibility of practical actions employers and providers could take to engage with the gap between ideas and realities about religion or belief. While it implies no assumption that this is something they should do – participants could simply say ‘no’ and ‘none’ in response – it invites participants to consider whether it might be worth engaging with the religion or belief identities of staff and users, and with what purposes and outcomes. 

One strand of discussion concerned a gap between an increasing awareness that religion or belief in the workplace is an issue, and knowledge about the specific obligations and challenges of this. In other words, there was concern about how to introduce religion or belief provisions in a proactive way, rather than wait for problems to arise. 

There was also acknowledgement of significant gaps in concrete knowledge, awareness and understanding about religions or beliefs. This might suggest a need for new briefings, or further dissemination of existing briefings, which can help people develop their knowledge in this area. Is it possible that more user-friendly formats could be effective, for example online modules? 
There was anxiety too about how best to grasp the specific issues that might arise in religion or belief cases. Participants said they felt that case law is their only resource and since each case turns on its own facts, little can be learnt for sure about how best to act when there are future problems. 

They also thought that case law is usually too complex and detailed. They would prefer simpler tools which digest cases, using everyday language. Non-legal case study examples of potential problems and issues, with talking points and examples of a range of responses, might be one response.  

Discussion was wide ranging on the extent to which the conversation is inhibited by anxiety about approaching this potentially problematic area. Some of the dialogue participants acknowledged a lack of confidence in speaking about religion or belief issues some of which were thought to be quite alien and impenetrable. Another aspect of this was concern about causing offence through ignorance. The example of Muslim cartoons was cited. Engendering a sense of ‘permission’ to talk seems important. How could this be supported? One suggestion was to invite people from religion or belief groups to talk or write about their desire to be engaged, their approachability, and how to go about it, in vignettes of some kind. This might help ‘normalise’ the conversation. 

Another strand of discussion suggested that employers do not need in-depth knowledge about religion or belief so much as fit-for-purpose knowledge. The shape of such knowledge was a topic of considerable – and unresolved – discussion. There was debate about the difference between a person’s own belief and its intersection with their employment. This knowledge which is ‘fit for purpose’ emerges as a potentially significant theme for further work. 

A recurring theme was the importance of talking and listening. Developing empathy was thought to be important. It was felt that to get an understanding, employers need to talk to employees as well as experts. Religion or belief networks in the workplace might help, while evidence and experience of where these have worked might be useful. 

This could be supported too by the
 sharing of good practice in monitoring of the religion or belief make-up of the workplace, though this was met with some concern about the uses of data.

It was suggested too that ‘faith’ is private but it can’t always be ‘left at the door’. There was a feeling that employees and employers need to be able to reach agreements over how and to what extent religion or belief can and should impact on roles. How to do this is also a significant issue for further conversation. 

The discussion concluded that increased religious literacy in the workplace is essential and that existing guidance needs to be more clearly and frequently signposted to support this. 

3. Is Christianity 'special' in the UK and how should we address that if so?

Our analysis of earlier work highlighted the perception amongst some Christian groups and others that Christianity is often marginalised in the UK for various reasons including: political correctness about multiculturalism which then over-compensates at Christianity’s expense; and a highly articulate anti-religion lobby including, for example, some secularists and certain prominent humanists. This talking point was designed to generate constructive thinking about the relative roles of Christianity, other traditions which are newer to Britain, non-traditional religious beliefs, non-religious beliefs such as environmentalism, and non-belief such as secularism and humanism. We wanted to explore the extent to which participants think about religion or belief across the spectrum and what ideas and experience they have for doing so effectively. 

The question led to discussion about the differences between ‘religious’ and ‘cultural’ Christianity. It was generally agreed that the form and nature of the faith of those who self-identify as Christian varies enormously, though Christianity shapes the culture in which equality law itself is framed. Could this helpfully be articulated in simple terms in a ‘religion or belief landscape’ briefing document, and would this help employers and providers to begin the conversation in a positive place? For example, the history of religious freedom was discussed in terms of how the free Churches had to work hard to win the right to practice in the 17th and 18th Centuries – there is no automatic freedom of religion for any tradition. 
It was suggested that Christianity should be thought of as ‘significant’ rather than ‘special’, as the latter signifies a need for special – construed as positive - treatment. Nevertheless the Christian inheritance of the context was widely thought to be important. How this relates to equality frameworks was not directly explored though there was some sense that religion or belief groups are not operating on a level playing field as some – especially the Church of England and Christian denominations broadly – are better structured, resourced and placed than others to engage. Is there a need for tools to support the full range of traditions, beliefs and non-beliefs to engage? 

In line with earlier research, there was a perception amongst some (but by no means all) attendees that Christianity is marginalised by equalities legislation in two ways: through the privileging of other religions and beliefs about which there is greater concern to appease or please; and through the 'trumping' of Christianity by other protected characteristics, notably sexual orientation. A close analysis of the legal reasons in cases giving rise to these concerns might be a useful tool in helping people to think about these perceptions.  

Key issues
· Employees/ers feel that they need some sort of definition of religions and beliefs. 
· Law and religion or belief may have similar goals of promoting ‘appropriate behaviour’. 

· People want to understand why ‘religion’ and ‘belief’ are grouped together. 
· The extension of definitions of ‘belief’ by the courts has led to further complexity. There is an appetite for explanations and discussion of the debates and judgments and for signposting to resources which can help. 

· Law is necessary but not sufficient – we need ‘law and ‘jaw’, with structured opportunities for jaw. 
· There may be a need to help employers and providers to understand the business case for religious literacy.

· It might be helpful for religion or belief networks to be started, perhaps making them a part of mainstream Equality & Diversity activity. The sharing of good practice examples from experience could be helpful. 

· A ‘feel for’, as well as a knowledge of the facts about lived religion or belief, is seen as crucial. How can employers and providers develop empathy? 

·  There is a need to create an open space where people can ask difficult and contentious questions without fear of sanction. 

· It is thought to be harder for SMEs than larger organisations to address religion or belief issues. They would benefit from easily accessible specific guidance – which should be focused on things to do, things to avoid and things to think about.

· Guidance does exist but it needs better signposting in terms of available resources, key issues and practical case studies.

·  Christianity is part of our shared intellectual tradition whatever our own stance.

·  There probably is a special ‘offer’ made by Christianity to civil society – including to culture, church buildings, the parish system, a preponderance of volunteers, and its track record and experience. But this makes Christianity significant rather than special. 

· We should not assume that the Church of England can hold open the door for other religions or beliefs on their behalf. 

· Too much debate does not reflect the heterogeneity of religion or belief groups. We need to get better at nuancing the real diversity of religion or belief. 
Action points
· How law and religion or belief can seek usefully to promote ‘appropriate behaviour’ in the workplace and service delivery should be explored further.

· A simple articulation of the debates about why 'religion' and 'belief' are grouped together is necessary.

· Structured opportunities for debate about the role of religion or belief in the workplace and service delivery are required.

· Further work with employers and service providers is needed to help outline the business case for religious literacy.

· Good practice experience about religion or belief networks in the workplace should be disseminated.

· Easily accessible guidance on religion or belief issues is required by SMEs.

�The past tense was used for the other presentations.


�I don't really like this phrase! Could you say "certainties" of law of "the fixed nature of law", perhaps?


�I think you could delete "briefing" here - unless that is a separate point.
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