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Religious Literacy for Equality in Religion or Belief

Presentation by Professor Adam Dinham at a Summative Conference 

held on 18 April 2013, Coin Street Neighbourhood Centre, London

We said at the beginning of these dialogues that we hoped to hear from the fullest range of participants and to gather the fullest range of views and ideas. Well, that has worked out very well indeed. 

In fact, it could be said that it’s worked out almost too well, if the experience of trying to analyse and make some sort of useful sense of all that’s been said is anything to go by. It’s been very challenging, I don’t mind telling you. But that’s as it should be and what we’ve aimed for.

I’m pleased to say that a very interesting breadth and mix of people and organizations has participated in these dialogues. In terms of faith groups, the profile looks like this SLIDE

In terms of belief and non-belief groups, it looks like this SLIDE 

In terms of sectors, it looks like this SLIDE

We would have liked to engaged more with one or two groups who for reasons we don’t understand for certain did not participate. SMEs are particularly important in this regard. 

But overall we’re satisfied that we’ve been able to hear an excellent range of views on religion or belief in relation to equality in the public sphere. 

That said, when we’re talking about participation, we have been crystal clear from the outset that there can be no such thing as representation, and we have not aimed for that at all. 

There is a robust strand of academic work on this issue which clearly demonstrates that in matters of religion or belief, some sort of democratically representative body of engagers is simply not possible. 

Part of the reason for this is the sheer complexity and diversity of religion and belief in the UK. As our first dialogue explored, the religious landscape is complexly Christian, plural and secular. It takes in at least 9 traditional religious faiths, a plethora of non-traditional faiths such as Paganism and Wicca, an increasing number of beliefs such as environmentalism and veganism, and likewise a growing number of non-beliefs: in the mix too are secularism, humanism and atheism, for example. 

We have done our best to be inclusive of this landscape in these dialogues, but we do not pretend to be able to deliver representation: that is a demographically, numerically representative sample of participants. 

Another reason for this is the structures of religion and belief groups themselves, which is significantly affected by this complexity and plurality. Some groups are very highly structured and have the mechanisms in place to deliver people who can ‘represent’ them in public spheres, such as in these dialogues. 

Others are less organized, less well resourced, or ideologically or theologically ‘flat’ in their structures. They have much more trouble fielding so-called ‘representatives’ to events such as these. What or who would they be representing? In whose name would they speak? 

One response to this has been to try to ‘tidy up’ religion and belief in the public sphere by putting the multifaith umbrella over the whole shebang. 

That has sometimes led to ideological problems of its own, for example, the conviction of some funders that all faith-based welfare services must be open to all at all times in all places, even where this might mean that some groups would simply not access the service at all. Indeed, this was one point of controversy in these dialogues. 

Another reaction is from religion and belief groups themselves, some of whom feel that the structured ones end up privileged in the conversation because decision-makers find it easy to know who to come to. Bodies like the MCB or any of the regional faiths forums can end up being the ‘go to’ organizations. This can result in feelings of exclusion and imbalance. 

Others can feel that there is an inbuilt subconscious bias towards particular – usually Christian – ways of thinking across British society, and that the playing field is uneven before we event begin.

Other still are concerned about a possible anti-Christian sentiment which marginalizes Christianity in favour of political correctness about minority faiths.

All of these positions were voiced too at some point in these dialogues.  

So the representation of religion or belief groups can be a minefield, and that’s why we’ve preferred to seek participation, not representation, and we’ve followed a strategy of invitation and engagement to promote that. 

But we also know that the conversations which have taken place so far, and the people who have been involved, are nowhere near the whole story. This has been the beginning, and by no means the end. 

Our aim has been to bring the beginnings of the conversation together as a milestone on the longer journey towards religious literacy for equality in religion or belief. 

We see this as part of developing a similar level of discourse and toolkit on religion or belief as exist for gender and race. And we should remember how long and hard fought were the achievements for freedom and rights in those arena. 

Then the question is who needs this religious literacy? And my answer to that would be that we all do, whatever our sector or setting, and whatever our own stance on religion, belief or non-belief.  

As I’ve said before, religion and belief infuse society but we have largely lost the ability to talk about religion. As our dialogue on religion and the media showed, a great deal of the public conversation resorts to stereotype and sensation. If religion and belief were really like the images we get of them we’d be in serious trouble. 

Thankfully there’s a much wider context and the story is far more nuanced than it sometimes seems. There are opportunities as well as risks. 

So I would say that religious literacy is certainly a task for the universities, where I’m from, because we educate the professionals and leaders who will take this conversation forward in to the future. 

It’s a task for government and policy makers too, who frame the law on matters of religion and belief, and who, by the way, also very actively want to engage faith groups to deliver public and welfare services in the mixed economy. 

And it’s clearly a task for EHRC as the public body with a remit for promoting equality and human rights across the protected characteristics. And I applaud them on their decision to invest in such a focused way in developing best practice and expertise in this area. 

And it’s a task for religion and belief groups themselves, who need to engage well on these matters internally, with each other and with other bodies and partners in the public sphere, including EHRC and government. 

So how can we bring together what’s been said in the dialogues, and how can we make it a basis for meaningful onward action? 

We’ve been through a careful process of thematic analysis of the notes which were taken in each conversation at each dialogue, as well in the plenary feedback sessions. 

And we’ve written those up in short reports for each dialogue, and these are now available on the programme website at www.religiousliteracy.org along with the presentations which were made at the dialogues too. 

Those are very much part of the conversation. They are not dead documents which, having been written, will now sit there unchangeable and beyond comment. They are available in this way precisely so that they can be used to continue the conversation. 

Inevitably there will be things that we’ve missed. There may even be things which we’ve misunderstood or misinterpreted, and we want to hear from you if you think that’s happened. 

And we’ll be using these reports as a basis for the conversations we’ve planned for later today. And we’ll explain that in much more detail in a while. 

But for now, I want to talk about a set of principles and four key areas which come up from the dialogues, and we’ll have lots of opportunity to engage with this later on. 

First then, principles. We were very struck by a degree of consensus about the values which would helpfully underpin any approach to religion or belief in practice. 

First, it seemed important that there should be assistance and support for employers and service providers, and there was acknowledgement that some already exists. 

But this was coupled with a view that support will be most helpful where it is carefully designed to be ‘fit for purpose’. It should be designed to work for particular challenges. 

By contrast, resources which are about religion or belief but don’t spell out the issue they’re designed to address will be much harder to engage with. 

A connected piece of advice was about the importance of being focused on things to do, things to avoid and things to think about. 

So the message here is that simplicity, purposefulness and accessibility are crucial when providing support and promoting engagement in this area.

Second, religious literacy is regarded as a process, not a moment. Because of staff and service-user turn-over, and changes in circumstance and environment, a learning culture is seen as important to doing well on religion or belief. We don’t have our awareness raised once. Our skills don’t stay relevant forever. 

Third, we took the message loud and clear that one size will not fit all. Engagement with religion or belief issues should be worked out in context. There are no ‘answers’. There isn’t a thing that a Sikh needs or does that an organization should ‘allow’ or ‘enable’. Everything is uniquely in a context and responses have to be part of an ongoing conversation. It may be that a set of values or principles, such as the ones I’m presenting now, help frame the conversation, but it will be a different conversation in every place. 

Making supportive resources, materials and activities which are nevertheless flexible to that uniqueness is part of the challenge. 

Fourth, following on from this point about uniqueness, facilitation of an ongoing conversation is seen as better than mediation of difference or arbitration of dispute. Anyone seeking to support an approach to religion or belief should focus on facilitating discussion which finds its own feet, rather than trying to ‘provide an answer’. 

Though in the end of course, where things are not resolved like this, courts will arbitrate and decide. 

Fifth, it was widely agreed that knowledge about religion or belief underpins good practice. But also that nobody can know everything about all religions and beliefs. It isn’t that sort of knowledge that people are concerned with. It’s a confidence about the real religious landscape, and about how to ask questions which are relevant and appropriate. 

Sixth, and again, leading directly on, you emphasized the importance of listening, hearing, and asking. What are the concerns and requests being made with regards to religion and belief? What are any counter-voices saying and why?  

Seventh, it was strongly felt that, while compromise, accommodation and dialogue may be preferable, they have to be in the context of legal rights guaranteed as a backstop against discrimination in the final analysis. Sometimes a strong, affirmative stance is required. 

But, eight, at the same time, it was felt that it is helpful to keep our feet on the ground – concerning ourselves not with ‘what ifs’ but with ‘what is’. 

So those are 8 principles or values which leapt out of the dialogues, as we experienced them. And we can continue to debate those of course. 

But lots of other detail emerged as well, which we’ve organized around four overarching themes that participants seem to be particularly focused on: one about how usefully challenges and debates associated with religion or belief are articulated, and how they could be made simpler, sharper and more accessible; one about the approaches and thinking which underpin action – what preparations can employers and providers make to build towards good practice, and how can that be shared?; another emphasising the importance of communication and wanting help with that; and a fourth which is interested in what actions are available and possible. 

We’ve called these articulating, approaching, talking and doing. So let’s look at each of these in turn. 

In terms of ‘articulating’ – what we’re talking about here is a set of questions about how challenges and debates associated with religion or belief can be better articulated, to make them simpler, sharper and more accessible. What would these be. And who should do this?

Some of this is about religion and belief themselves. There appears to be an appetite for briefings on the real religion & belief landscape. 

You wanted help with understanding the reasons why protection has been extended to religion or belief

And within that you wanted some articulation of why religion and belief have been grouped together in the first place. 

Another important element lies in myth busting, especially around the idea of Christian marginalisation & minorities. There’s an appetite for pulling perspective on the reality. 

You also want an articulation of the ideas which underpin the debates, especially about what a so-called ‘secular’ public sphere is, and about the debate concerning whether religion and belief should be private or public.  You talked about a clear exposition of the debates in simple, non-academic language.

Then there are some points relating to legal aspects. There is an appetite for simple explanations of law in everyday language. In particular you wanted explanations of key ideas like ‘opt outs’, ‘accommodation’ and ‘mutuality’ in simple language. 

And alongside that you also wanted user-friendly explanations of what exactly are the obligations & challenges for workplaces and service providers. 

And thirdly, you wanted help to bring the issues to life very vividly, to help with relating them to the real experience of your settings. One suggestion was for non-legal case studies of potential problems & issues. 

Within that, case study examples of services which are restricted in some way, to help to understand where exceptions are possible and what that might look like. 

Another was for setting out the business case for religious literacy. What value can it add to businesses and organisations? 

So this ‘articulating’ strand is all about setting out the facts about religion and belief, the case for religious literacy in the workplace and in service provision, and bringing to life the experiences we’re talking about in ways which will help us relate to the issues. 

Above all, we are mindful of what has been said about the points I started with – that articulations must be fit for purpose, dialogic not didactic, and we must all keep our feet firmly planted on the ground of what IS the case, not what could be. 

Our second strand is about the variety of approaches which can be taken to dealing with issues around religion or belief once the issues have been clearly articulated. What factors might ensure success or prove most effective? 

A key message is that there is likely to be wisdom in developing resilience in advance of problems arising. This means being ready for issues – even crises - with thoughtfulness and thought-through policies and practices. The difficult bit is how to get there. 

One suggestion for reaching this state of affairs was structured opportunities for debate in the workplace. This might have the added advantage of inculcating a broad sense of ownership of the approaches and solutions which are adopted. 

It was also suggested that strong leadership is important to set the tone of the approach which is taken. Modelling a set of core values – or a menu to chose from and prompt thinking; understanding that situations are real and specific; avoiding stereotype – all these were felt to be important aspects for setting a positive context for resolution. 

On the other hand, a didactic or legalistic atmosphere was felt more likely to lead to conflict and law. 

It was also felt that organisations need to think through the advantages and desirability for them of the approach they choose to take. Do they want to act as arbitrators, mediators or facilitators in relation to religion or belief, and what would these roles look like in practice?

To get there, employers and providers might consider carrying out impact assessments on religion or belief issues. This could give them a starting point for devising sophisticated strategies for religion or belief. These would be followed up with policies, developed in close consultation with the workforce who would then share in a sense of ownership of the issues. 

It was suggested too that trades unions might also have a leadership and facilitative role in setting the tone and supporting effective strategy and policy with employers and employees.  

The third strand we’ve picked out is about talking. We drew attention at the beginning of these dialogues to Lord Plant’s distinction between ‘law’ and ‘jaw’ and said that we wanted to explore the proposition that law would find it very difficult to settle the inherently unstable categories of religion and belief, and that ‘jaw’ would be preferable.  

This was a recurrent theme in the dialogues and gives rise to questions about the value and purpose of ‘jaw’, who should be in dialogue, and how dialogue could happen and be improved. Again, who could do what to move this forward?

A very powerful message has been the importance not just of talking but of listening and of hearing. 

Participants wanted to have structured opportunities for ‘jaw’, which set boundaried time aside for the conversation. 

They also thought this could help them to build the resilience we’ve already spoken about. It was seen as important to have dialogue in advance of things going wrong. 

Some of the dialogues revealed a lack of confidence about what can and can’t be said, what might be offensive, for example, and how to go about finding out about a person’s religious needs or experiences. 

The confidence to ask was a recurring issue. This engages with the interpersonal level. 

But there was also an issue about how religion or belief groups talk to each other, AND how any of them talk to secular bodies and partners. Where does this kind of talking begin? Who should be involved in that? 

People wanted help with thinking this through and getting informed and skilled. 

Then some specialist areas were discussed which people are looking for help with. Skills for reaching agreement over accommodations were identified. Likewise, how to go about negotiating in a mutual way to reach a settlement which suits religion and belief parties, and their employers, employees or service users. 

In particular, one suggestion was for hearing more in the way of stories about the lived experience of religion or belief in workplace and service settings: straight from the horses mouth. 

Finally, our fourth strand is about ‘doing’ – what practical steps and activities can usefully be undertaken and by whom? The dialogues threw up a list of suggestions, both practical and conceptual. 

Signposting to resources and examples of good practice was a very popular suggestion. Likewise, sharing good practice. 

More controversially, there was debate about the importance of monitoring for religion or belief in a similar way to monitoring for ethnicity or gender. This was controversial because people thought it might be intrusive. On the other hand, there was awareness too that not to monitor for religion or belief could itself be discriminatory, given that other protected characteristics are monitored. 

Another ‘doing’ point concerned the importance of reaching out to businesses on issues of religion/belief but doing so in the context of emphasizing the obligations and challenges under equality law and practice.

One suggestion was to create a diagrammatic or visual ‘solution’ process in relation to religion or belief, for example. Another was to develop model policies and narratives imagining practices. 

Other emphases were on recruitment practices and policies – especially on setting out religion or belief needs and expectations at the recruitment stage, and on working with Unions to support and underpin good practice. 

Working with the media was also felt to be important in terms of developing good connections and possible equality-friendly resources associated with engaging with the media. 

Finally, throughout the dialogues people visited and revisited the idea of religion and belief networks and/or working groups in the workplace, and wanted guidance to help them explore this. 

So that’s our attempt at a summary and analysis of what you said in this series of dialogues. As with all of the issues raised here, the question remains who should do what, and how?  

And that’s very much the focus of the rest of the day. We have two main goals. One is to share the summary of discussions as we’ve heard them – hence ‘summative conference’. And I hope I’ve been helpful to you in doing that.

The other is to ask what next? What actions could come out of these discussions, and who specifically can take them forward? And that will be the focus of the main body of the conference. 

