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The concept of “unlearning” has been posi-
tively endorsed in both self-help literature 
and organizational research, but has yet to 

be discussed in the study of religions. Is there 
room for it in the conceptual space of religious 
socialization, pedagogy and spiritual seeking? 
Where does it occur in the spiritual journey, 
and what is its purpose? From the perspective 
of social learning, and drawing on a definition 
and model from organizational studies, the case 
for “unlearning” is considered with reference to 
those leaving religion. Addressing research gaps 
identified by organizational-studies scholars, I 
consider how leavers experience the process of 
freeing themselves from previously held beliefs, 
practices and commitments. What is revealed 
is an iterative and emotionally fraught process 
in which even voluntary religious leavers strug-
gle to move on, often feeling powerless, even 
coerced by others. Whilst there is a broad fit 
between the basic process model of unlearn-
ing and what leavers experience, that is not the 
full story. Furthermore, questions remain about 
whether “unlearning” is a necessary or suitable 
concept, not least because it is rarely used by 
scholars of religion or practitioners themselves, 
all of whom prefer other terms.

This is an investigation of the viability 
of the concept of “unlearning” in the study 
of religions. What does it mean, when 
might it apply and under what conditions? 
How is it related to other scholarly or ver-
nacular concepts already in use? Is it useful 
for capturing a process experienced by reli-
gious or spiritual actors? Given its prelim-

inary nature, this investigation draws on 
existing research and personal narratives; 
no ethnographic research has been con-
ducted. Furthermore, as I will show, with 
so few existing references to “unlearning” 
in the study of religions, it has been neces-
sary to turn for help to another discipline, 
organizational studies, in which unlearn-
ing has been a developing research field 
since the 1980s. From that discipline, as 
well as exporting a working definition and 
model, I have identified problems or gaps 
which an examination of unlearning in 
religious and spiritual contexts might help 
to address. My aims then are both to exam-
ine the conceptual and practical potential 
for “unlearning” in the study of religions, 
and to address organizational studies by 
showing what a preliminary examination 
of religious unlearning might add. Given 
that religious learning – and potentially 
unlearning – may occur at all stages of life 
and for groups as well as individuals, it has 
been necessary to restrict my focus. For 
reasons that will become clear later, “leav-
ing religion” has provided that focus.

After a preliminary discussion about 
my understanding of religious and spiritual 
learning, I consider the dearth of references 
to “unlearning” in the study of religions 
before turning to organizational studies, 
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from which I borrow a definition and pro-
cess model, and note thematic areas in need 
of further research. I then explain my deci-
sion to concentrate on “leaving religion”. 
With a warning that the term itself is used 
infrequently, I draw on academic studies, 
from the study of religions and beyond, 
as well as personal testimonies, including 
autobiographical accounts and secondary 
references to interviews, in order to explore 
the conceptual and practical viability of 
religious unlearning.

In the sections that follow, building on 
a model from organizational studies, I con-
sider the nature of the unlearning process 
and how it is embodied, experienced and 
felt by religious leavers. I hear a range of 
voices, including from a “deconvert” who 
offers a self-help guide to leaving and an 
autobiographer who states the importance 
of reflexivity and self-expression in the exit 
process. Finally, given my initial conception 
of learning as both social and embodied, I 
consider agency and consent with reference 
to examples of forced as well as voluntary 
religious unlearning. I conclude by return-
ing to the aims outlined earlier, addressing 
the gaps identified by organizational-stud-
ies scholars, and ask whether a sufficient 
case has been made for the concept of 
“unlearning” in the study of religions, war-
ranting further research.

Learning and unlearning in organizational 
studies and the study of religions
Despite the claim that unlearning is not 
straightforwardly an antonym of learn-
ing (Dunne 2016, 19), it is nevertheless 
important to ground a discussion of the 
former in a recognized body of theory 
about learning. Drawing on earlier work 
on ideological transmission and learn-
ing conducted with Lee (Lee and Knott 
2016, 2018, 2021; Knott and Lee 2020), my 
understanding of learning – and as a con-

sequence unlearning – is social and situ-
ated, following Albert Bandura (1971), 
Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991) 
and Wenger (1998).1 However, it is also 
informed by the work of scholars famil-
iar with learning in religious and spirit-
ual contexts, notably David Berliner and 
Ramon Sarró (2007) on anthropological 
approaches to religious learning, Jonathan 
Scourfield and his colleagues (2013) on 
embodied religious socialization, Philip 
Mellor and Chris Shilling (2010), Daan 
Beekers (2015) and Juliette Galonnier 
and Diego de los Rios (2016) on religious 
habitus and embodied pedagogies, and 
Karsten Hundeide (2003), Michael Kenney 
(2017) and M. Crone (2016) on ideological 
learning in extremist communities of prac-
tice.2 None of these authors addresses the 
question of “unlearning”. Rather they share 
an interest in embodied learning, whether 
in primary religious socialization, when 
children observe and imitate the practices 
of family members and acquire a sense of 
religious identity, or secondary socializa-
tion, when religious learning – about per-
sonhood, community, ethics and the world 
– may be acquired formally, from books, 
classes, sermons and so on, but also picked 
up informally through participation in 

1	 As a sociologist of religion, I have adopted 
a social and situated conception of learn-
ing, and a definition and process model 
of unlearning from organizational stud-
ies. Although I am aware of psychological 
theories of both learning and religion, I 
have not focused on them here as they are 
beyond the scope of my expertise.

2	 There is a substantial literature on religious 
socialization, learning and nurture, some of 
which I have reviewed with Benjamin Lee 
in our work on ideological transmission 
(Lee and Knott 2016, 13–18; Lee and Knott 
2018, 29–37). For an anthropological sum-
mary of studies on learning religion, see 
Berliner and Sarró 2007, 1–19.
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ritual and other cultural practices, includ-
ing online engagement. From the perspec-
tive of these authors, primary and second-
ary religious learning are not set apart from 
the dynamics of everyday social life. They 
are embroiled in broader issues of agency, 
power relations, persuasion and emotional 
investment. The same is true, I shall argue, 
for religious unlearning.

As a starting point for situating reli-
gious unlearning, I refer to Wenger’s (1998, 
5) four “components” – of meaning, prac­
tice, community and identity – for con-
stituting learning as experience, doing, 
belonging and becoming. Ahead of a more 
targeted analysis of the academic literature 
on “unlearning”, I suggest that, as part of a 
broader cycle of learning, unlearning and 
relearning (Toffler 1970, 415), religious 
unlearning may involve challenging and 
leaving behind previous beliefs and con-
ceptions, erasing or revising earlier experi
ences and re-ordering one’s worldview 
(meaning). It may involve desisting from 
existing behaviours and routines, and the 
adoption – in time – of others (practice). 
On a social level, encountering and being 
challenged by others, breaking bonds, even 
leaving a group (community) would all pro-
vide potential opportunities for unlearn-
ing. Whilst being an individual process, 
unlearning must surely also involve other 
individuals, communities and/or groups. 
Furthermore, religious unlearning would 
likely constitute a renegotiation of personal 
identity, rethinking who one has been and 
desires to become, and may involve decon-
structing the self and trying out a new per-
sona (identity). At this stage, however, these 
are merely suppositions, based on what 
we might expect from applying Wenger’s 
four components to the idea of religious 
unlearning. 

As I have suggested above, the study of 
religions offers compelling resources on the 

social and embodied nature and process of 
religious learning. But it does not provide 
definitions, theories or data on unlearn-
ing that might help us move forward in 
assessing the viability of the concept. In the 
majority of cases in which scholars of reli-
gion refer to “unlearning”, it is used tacitly 
with no attempt at definition or conceptual 
interrogation. Generally, as the following 
examples show, it is a term used to signal 
the idea that, as scholars, we must rethink 
or “unlearn” our approach. Erin Wilson 
(2022, 1), who takes a fresh look at religion 
in world politics, asks readers to “Unlearn 
religion as (we think) we know it”, and see 
it as dynamic and contextual; Catherine 
Robinson and Denise Cush (2018), in an 
article entitled “Learning and Unlearning”, 
call for a feminist pedagogical rethink-
ing of religious studies and religious edu-
cation; and Jakub Urbaniak (2019) con-
siders whether decolonization in South 
Africa constitutes a process of “unlearning” 
Christianity. In none of these is the concept 
of unlearning defined or questioned. Its 
meaning is simply taken as read.

In two other works by scholars of 
religion, “unlearning” is given a more 
prominent role. In “Apprendre et désap-
prendre: quand la médiumnité croise 
l’anthropologie” (Learning and unlearn-
ing: when mediumship and anthropol-
ogy meet), Deirdre Meintel (2011) dis-
cusses the process of learning to become a 
Spiritualist medium in Montreal. The jour-
ney into clairvoyance “forces us to learn in 
ways other than through academic work. 
We must set aside any notion of ‘excel-
lence’, ‘competence’ and ‘success’. In the 
closed group, students ‘unlearn’ the censor-
ship of impressions that would normally go 
unnoticed” (Meintel 2011).3 The concept 

3	 English translation from the original 
French, by online translation tool, DeepL. 
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of unlearning is understood to involve dis-
carding the controlled approach that comes 
naturally to academics in favour of one 
based on faith and humility and thus more 
suited to understanding Spiritualism. As 
above, “unlearning” is a process required 
of scholars of religion if they want to see 
things afresh and challenge their own 
methodological assumptions (cf. Dunne 
2016, on pedagogics of unlearning).

Linda Annunen (2022) comes closest 
to elaborating the concept of unlearning 
for the study of religion, utilizing it not as 
a methodological by-word for rethinking 
how scholars should approach their sub-
ject matter, but as a key stage in the learn-
ing process of spiritual seekers.4 Reflecting 
on unlearning as a pedagogical tech-
nique among Singing Bowl practitioners, 
Annunen refers to it as both a process and 
an end in itself. Referring to “letting go” 
and the setting aside of destructive and 
undesirable habits during singing-bowl 
relaxation, her interviewees stressed that 
unlearning required intentional, active 
work and not merely forgetting. For them, 
it was an embodied process of stopping 
thoughts, self-awareness and skilful listen-
ing with the aim of detaching oneself from 
a stressful lifestyle and attaining well-being. 

Annunen’s tantalizing choice of “un
learning” to capture the aim and process 

4	 Annunen discussed unlearning in a panel 
on religious and spiritual learning at the 
conference of the European Association 
for the Study of Religions in Cork in 2022. 
The following year, unlearning was dis-
cussed by several contributors at the con-
ference “Religion and Spirituality as Sites 
of Learning”, co-organized by the Donner 
Institute and Academy of Finland-funded 
project, “Learning from New Religion and 
Spirituality” [LeNeRe]. To the best of my 
knowledge, Annunen has yet to publish her 
material on unlearning.

of spiritual seekers is not yet reflected else-
where in the literature of the study of reli-
gions. References to unlearning can cer-
tainly be found in the self-help and “pop 
psych” literature, where they signal a desire 
to reflect on and reject old ways of being 
in order to move forward towards a more 
authentic self (e.g. Plata 2020; Michael and 
Wilson 2021), but they are largely absent 
in academic studies of religion. For this 
reason, it is necessary to look to another 
discipline where the concept has been dis-
cussed and debated, organizational studies. 
In a brief review of this material, I consider 
how “unlearning” has been defined and 
applied, what problems and gaps have been 
identified, and how the study of religions 
might draw on work already done in this 
discipline. 

From Bo Hedberg’s 1981 position 
paper, in which he imported the concept 
of unlearning from psychology, to a 2019 
special journal issue (see Becker 2019) 
and beyond, organizational-studies schol-
ars have debated the concept of unlearn-
ing and its application. They have sought 
to understand its role for organizations in 
the development of new knowledge, skills 
and innovation. Hedberg’s (1981, 3) defin
ition of unlearning as “discarding obsolete 
and misleading knowledge” to make room 
for new learning continues to be used by 
scholars as a starting point for research. 
How have organizational researchers ap
proached unlearning, what themes have 
they addressed, and what problems or gaps 
have they identified? A systematic review 
by Adrian Klammer and Stefan Guelden
berg (2019) of sixty-three articles offers a 
useful summary. The authors highlighted 
the following themes in the literature: 
the purpose and nature of unlearning for 
organizations, groups and individuals; dif-
ferences between and consequences of both 
unlearning and forgetting; and the scope of 
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unlearning, including cognitive and behav-
ioural perspectives, and social and emo-
tional factors. 

Although a minority of authors in the 
field would like to do away with the idea 
of “unlearning” altogether – notably John 
Howells and Joachim Scholderer (2016), 
who see it as adding little to more rigor-
ous concepts like “learning” and “theory-
change” – most have preferred to elaborate 
and revise the concept. Oft-cited short-
comings of previous research on “unlearn-
ing” – which are relevant when exporting 
the concept to other fields of study – have 
highlighted the blurring of the bound-
ary between “forgetting” and “unlearn-
ing” (Klammer and Gueldenberg 2019), 
the lack of empirical research and theory 
testing (Becker 2005, 2019), and a focus 
on knowledge and beliefs at the expense 
of practice (Fiol and O’Connor 2017). 
Insufficient consideration has been given to 
where unlearning sits within wider learn-
ing and management processes (Visser 
2017; Vu and Nguyen 2022), with the dif-
ferent steps or stages of unlearning yet to 
be distinguished and analysed (Burton, 
Vu and Hawkins 2022; Fiol and O’Connor 
2017). Models of unlearning have tended to 
be linear and sequential (Brooks, Grugulis 
and Cook 2022). Furthermore, the social 
nature and levels of unlearning have often 
been conflated, and their interrelationship 
insufficiently understood (Brooks, Grugulis 
and Cook 2022; Burton, Vu and Hawkins 
2022; Klammer and Gueldenberg 2019). 
Power, agency, trust and consent need fur-
ther research (Brooks, Grugulis and Cook 
2022), as do the emotions accompanying 
unlearning, including stress and anxiety 
(Visser 2017). 

Organizational-studies scholars have, 
of course, sought to address some of these 
shortcomings whilst making their case 
for “unlearning” as a process of strategic 

and practical value in the management of 
organizations, with several even consider-
ing the role of spiritual practices in organ
izational unlearning (e.g. Burton, Vu and 
Hawkins 2022; Vu and Nguyen 2022). It 
is important that new researchers enter-
ing the debate about unlearning – whatever 
their discipline – respond to the shortcom-
ings already identified in organizational 
studies. No single study can address them 
all, but scholars of religion might usefully 
focus on where unlearning occurs in reli-
gious/spiritual life-cycles; on the behav-
ioural and social as well as cognitive aspects 
of unlearning; on issues of power, agency 
and consent, and the emotional and experi
ential affects of unlearning. Religious and 
spiritual contexts differ from management 
and organizational settings, and it is likely 
that these will affect the nature and purpose 
of unlearning.

Unlearning in the context of leaving religion
If we accept Hedberg’s (1981, 3) mini-
mal definition of unlearning as “discard-
ing obsolete and misleading knowledge” 
to make room for new learning, then 
three periods within the religious or spir-
itual life-cycle have potential relevance 
for an investigation of unlearning: 1. the 
entry phase, during which individuals may 
reject the external world and prior norms 
and values, and explore a new set of beliefs 
and practices and a new community; 2. the 
committed phase, when practitioners may 
see letting go or desisting from unhelpful 
thoughts and habits as a means of enhan
cing experience and making spiritual pro-
gress; and 3. the exit phase, during which 
doubts and questions set in and leavers 
begin to unpick their cognitive, behav-
ioural and social ties as part of a process of 
disaffiliation and deidentification. My focus 
here will be on the last of these stages.
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Despite an absence of specific refer-
ences to unlearning in the study of reli-
gions, the extensive literature on “leaving 
religion” provides an array of potentially 
relevant concepts.5 These include decon-
version (Streib 2021), apostasy (Cottee 
2015), disaffiliation and disengagement 
(Van Tongeren and DeWall 2021) and 
role-exit (Ebaugh 1988), as well as leav-
ing religion itself (Enstedt, Larsson and 
Mantsinen 2019).6 Added to these are mul-
tiple gerunds: letting go, renouncing, eras-
ing, setting aside, stopping, rejecting, all in 
order to transition, move on or make pro-
gress on a religious or spiritual journey. 
Arguably, this rich vocabulary threatens to 
overwhelm the fragile notion of “unlearn-
ing” or make it redundant, but it is never
theless helpful in providing grounds for 
the investigation of unlearning within this 
stage of the religious or spiritual journey. 

The vocabulary around “leaving reli-
gion” suggests a critical interruption in an 
individual’s worldview, journey, circum-
stances or role: their situation has become 
untenable, unfulfilling or unhealthy; it 
is no longer deemed relevant, and there 
is a felt need for change. But is “unlearn-
ing” a useful term for all or part of this 
interruption and the process that ensues? 
Unlearning is a significant and inten-
tional stage in a cycle of learning–unlearn-
ing–relearning, involving distinctive ends, 
means and experiences. As will be seen, the 
challenges of discarding beliefs, practices 
and other aspects of a life of commitment 

5	 The short-hand terms “leaving religion” 
and “religious leavers” should be taken to 
refer to the wider field of religion, spiritual-
ity and equivalent worldviews and ways of 
life.

6	 To avoid an unnecessarily long bibliog
raphy, I have included just one supporting 
reference for each of the relevant concepts. 
There are, of course, many others.

are very different from learning them in the 
first place or relearning others. It is import
ant, moreover, to stress that “unlearning” 
and “leaving” are not synonymous. Leaving 
religion is marked by distinctive steps, 
including disaffiliation and role-exit, which 
may demand unlearning and new learning, 
but which typically involve other types of 
activity, such as cutting ties, moving home 
and giving up positions of trust.

As unlearning is examined in the con-
text of leaving religion, some of the gaps 
identified within organizational research 
will be addressed. In the next section, 
stages in the process of religious and spir-
itual unlearning will be identified and illus-
trated with reference to leavers’ experi-
ences and feelings. In this, I will borrow a 
process model from organizational studies 
(Fiol and O’Connor 2017) and respond to 
the call for more research on the stages and 
related experiences of unlearning (Burton, 
Vu and Hawkins 2022; Visser 2017; Vu and 
Nguyen 2022). An important issue here 
concerns the place of accounts by unlearn-
ers themselves in describing and interpret-
ing the process. Is the modelling of the pro-
cess and its stages best left to academics? 
What place is there, if any, for the subjec-
tive testimonies of those who have experi
enced the process? Although no ethno-
graphic fieldwork has been conducted in 
association with this preliminary investi-
gation, I have drawn liberally on first-hand 
accounts, and am firmly of the view that, 
in their testimonies, religious and spiritual 
practitioners may offer relevant hints and 
examples, and even full working models on 
the basis of their experiences. These may 
or may not mirror the observations and 
conclusions offered by researchers but, in 
the study of religions at least, they play a 
vital role as both evidence and vernacu-
lar theory-building (Valk 2022). Like aca-
demic resources, they should be open to 



196Approaching Religion • Vol. 14, No. 2 • April 2024 

testing and critique, and the source and 
context of such accounts should be inter-
rogated but, with this proviso, there is no 
reason to exclude them from an investiga-
tion of religious unlearning. Indeed, they 
help build a picture of how individuals 
experience unlearning and are affected by 
related issues such as power, agency and 
consent.

 
The unlearning process among religious 
leavers: academic and vernacular models
In their work on unlearning established 
routines, the organizational-studies schol-
ars Marlena Fiol and Edward O’Connor 
(2017) offered a succinct process model. 
They identified an initial destabilizing 
“trigger”, followed by three interactive sub-
processes: “1. Destabilization is an ini-
tial process of questioning old routines. 
2. Discarding is a process of letting go of 
them. 3. Experimenting is a process of 
learning new ones” (p. 16). Their model 
posited a catalyst, followed by doubt and 
questioning, discarding or letting go, and 
then experimentation and new or re-learn-
ing. Is it possible to identify similar stages 
– whether linear or iterative – in accounts 
of leaving religion? If so, how are they elab-
orated, and do they differ from this aca-
demic process model? Before hearing from 
Muslim apostates (Cottee 2015) and an ex-
Jehovah’s Witness (Millar 2022) on their 
experiences of unlearning as part of an 
exit journey, I turn to a vernacular model 
of deconversion offered by David Ames, 
the Graceful Atheist (2017). His “ten easy 
steps” are intended as a guide to others on 
their journey out of Christianity.

In 2015, the “Graceful Atheist” found his 
Christian faith faltering and finally “decon-
verted” to atheism.7 Since then, he has 

7	 In academic circles, the term “deconversion” 
is not universally accepted. David Bromley 

developed online resources to help others 
experiencing a loss of faith, including pod-
casts and a vernacular “how to” guide on 
deconversion (Graceful Atheist 2017). In 
the latter, he identifies and describes ten 
stages, all of which he acknowledges are 
iterative, informal and personal to individ-
ual “deconverts”.

1.	 Precipitating events
2.	 Critical mass 
3.	 Permission to doubt
4.	 Deconstruction
5.	 Liminal
6.	 Crossing the Rubicon of faith and 

doubt
7.	 All the feels
8.	 Information gathering
9.	 In and out of the closet
10.	Now what?

In his description of these stages, the 
Graceful Atheist offers “proactive steps”, 
suggestions of things to do and questions 
to ask. To take one example, at the point of 
“Crossing the Rubicon”, he advises “decon-
verts” to begin making a plan and read-
ing other people’s deconversion stories 
so that they know they are not alone. He 
counsels against rash public announce-
ments, reminding readers that their per-
sonal safety is paramount. He explains 
that people will still have doubts and will 
slip back into familiar habits even after this 
point in the journey. Identifying then let-
ting go of beliefs and values, routines, rela-
tionships and personal goals, he writes, is 
an iterative and multi-faceted process, one 
which impacts feelings and self-percep-
tions as well as the opinions of others. 

(2023, 22–23), for example, rejects the idea 
that conversion is reversed in a separation 
process of deconversion or apostasy.
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If we now compare his account with 
the academic model offered by Fiol and 
O’Connor, we see that the deconversion 
process he describes begins with precipitat-
ing or trigger events, which build to a de
stabilizing mass of questions and doubts 
(Fiol and O’Connor’s first sub-process). 
This is followed by a period of deconstruc-
tion, rejection and redefinition (Graceful 
Atheist, steps 4–6) until the point of 
no return has been reached (Fiol and 
O’Connor’s second sub-process, of discard-
ing the old). In the Graceful Atheist’s final 
three steps, he turns towards experiment-
ing and rebuilding (Fiol and O’Connor’s 
final stage). Step 7, “All the feels”, does not 
fit neatly into the academic model, but 
crosses several sub-processes, as a reminder 
that the process of unlearning may generate 
powerful emotional responses in “decon-
verts” and those around them, an issue to 
which I will return later.

The Graceful Atheist has reflected on 
his own experiences and sought to model 
the process he went through for the bene-
fit of others going through a similar ordeal. 
His account adds further detail to the basic 
three-stage unlearning model offered by 
Fiol and O’Connor, by differentiating inter-
mediate steps and episodes leavers might 
expect to go through, stressing the iterative 
nature of the process, and acknowledging a 
range of accompanying emotions.

 
Experiences and emotions in the unlearning 
process: Muslim apostates
With these two models in hand – one aca-
demic and designed for analysing unlearn-
ing in organizational behaviour, the other 
vernacular, constructed from personal 
experience and offered as a guide to fellow 
religious leavers – I turn to an ethno
graphic study on the stages undergone 
by Muslim apostates (Cottee 2015). With 
no primary material of my own, I benefit 

from Simon Cottee’s interviews with thirty-
five respondents (from the US, Canada 
and the UK) who have left Islam. Cottee, 
whose focus is leaving religion rather than 
unlearning per se (though he is one of only 
a few scholars to use the term), does not 
refer explicitly to the sub-processes identi-
fied by Fiol and O’Connor, but his discus-
sion nevertheless reflects their basic model 
of an initial trigger, destabilization (pre-
apostasy) and a period of letting go (apos-
tasy), followed by a post-apostasy phase 
of experimental learning. What is evident 
from his interviewees is that the apostasy 
journey is not as tidy or linear as this pro-
cess model would suggest, nor is it emo-
tionally neutral. 

Among Cottee’s respondents, in the 
“pre-apostasy” phase early doubts were 
a key feature, whether epistemological, 
moral or instrumental. Most cited a trigger, 
such as scriptural discoveries, exposure to 
alternative viewpoints, a personal or polit-
ical event or just weakening faith. They 
often mentioned loneliness: they rarely 
shared their thoughts and feelings and 
found other people were reluctant to dis-
cuss the subject. Such doubts often shifted 
to inner “discord”, an exhausting struggle 
between internal halal and haram voices 
(Cottee 2015, 52), then to “deliberation”, 
when doubters came to the point of deci-
sion-making (p. 55).8

Cottee then asked, what did it feel like 
to have renounced Islam (2015, 66)? His 
respondents talked of relief and excitement 
once they had made their decision, but 
also guilt, anger, anxiety and confusion (p. 
72). During the pre-apostasy phase, they 
had begun to question some of the beliefs 
acquired in childhood and ingrained 

8	 Halal and haram are Arabic Islamic terms 
meaning lawful and permitted, and unlaw-
ful and forbidden, respectively.
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thereafter in the family, mosque and other 
Islamic contexts. They had all privately 
“unsaid” the shahadah (Muslim profession 
of faith), some publicly (p. 73), a sign of 
having made a decision and crossed a line. 
For some, it was the self-revelatory moment 
of saying, perhaps to a family member or 
friend, “I am not a Muslim” (p. 74).

Other transgressions occurred in the 
next stage, of “disavowal” and discarding. 
Cottee refers to it as “Pigging Out” (2015, 
74), as it often involved an excess of alco-
hol, sex or – crucially – pork. Pork proved 
to be the red line for many: after it had 
been eaten, there was no going back – the 
Rubicon had been crossed (cf. Graceful 
Atheist 2017). But it was also a moment 
of “breaking free” of the shackles (Cottee 
2015, 76). Other important rituals were 
also discarded, but not without resist-
ance from others: one respondent said, “I 
stopped praying. I stopped going to the 
mosque. I stopped fasting”, but not without 
family arguments, fights and yelling (p. 77). 
This is a telling reminder that unlearning, 
when it involves the public cessation of pre-
vious behaviours, is a socially and emotion-
ally charged process in which others may 
seek to intervene or even take back control.

Personal agency was limited and com-
plicated. When apostates chose to come 
out publicly, their disclosures evoked a 
range of feelings in others, from shock and 
hurt to anger and shame, so strong that 
sometimes the apostates tried to take back 
what they had said. For some this disclo-
sure led to family break up. For Cottee’s 
other respondents, continuing to undo 
the ties that bind and to desist from pre-
vious Islamic routines was done quietly, 
beneath the public radar; it often involved 
the “adoption of various personae or masks 
… [and] a lot of straight-up lying or cover-
ing” (Cottee 2015, 131). It was a personal 
and voluntary choice, but not without the 

pressure of community and gender norms. 
Concealment of apostasy often involved 
pretending to pray or fast, and this evoked 
negative feelings: “It felt horrible … it 
would feel very, very humiliating” (don-
ning a hijab when visiting family); “I had, 
like, these two personalities … There was 
that feeling of being an actor and that feel-
ing of being real somewhere else” (p. 148).

But whether they concealed or disclosed 
their exit, Cottee’s respondents found 
themselves having to “manage” a difficult 
“post-apostasy” process. Whilst advocates 
of the benefits of unlearning (Graceful 
Atheist 2017; Michael and Wilson 2021; 
Plata 2020) stressed the later experimen-
tal or relearning stage, when new ways of 
being are explored once prior knowledge 
and practices have been discarded, these 
Muslim apostates dwelt rather on the hard 
work of rebuilding and the pain of strip-
ping away what was familiar and second-
nature: for example “So I just had to rebuild 
everything, because my life-plan was set 
by my religion, and I had to now make my 
own plan” (Cottee 2015, 170). For others, it 
was the shame and sadness of letting down 
family and friends: “Do you know what I 
miss the most? It’s my friendships and the 
community. And the sense of unity … The 
sense of belonging to something” (p. 163).

The search for freedom was marked by 
increasing loneliness, and a reassessment 
of life’s purpose. It represented a radical 
change, from dependence on Allah, Islam 
and the Muslim community to autonomy 
and self-reliance. Furthermore, the need to 
“unlearn” (Cottee 2015, 175) tacit gestures, 
routines and ways of speaking required 
constant vigilance and self-awareness: “I 
can’t just switch that off ” (p. 176). One 
male apostate cited the problem of resisting 
the “inherent homophobia and misogyny” 
arising from his early “Islamic program-
ming” (p. 176); one young woman noted 
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the difficulty of shaking off entrenched 
expressions like “Bismillah” and “Inshallah” 
(p. 178). Even those who felt relatively 
secure in their new identities found these 
old habits frequently re-emerged. 

“People may stop identifying as reli-
gious, but the deeply ingrained attitudes, 
values, and behaviors that encompass reli-
gious identity remain” (Van Tongeren et al. 
2021, 500), all the more so for those social-
ized into a religious community as children. 
Others have referred to this as the “religious 
residue” (Davidman 2015; Ebaugh 1988). 
For some leavers, success in moving on is 
only achieved once one’s past had “become 
incorporated in who I now am” (ex-nun, in 
Ebaugh 1988, 116), with one’s prior identity 
acknowledged rather than denied. But the 
attempt to move on was not always greeted 
positively, with some “formers” caught 
between their earlier attachments and the 
need to discard the past and look to the 
future (Baffelli 2022, 26). The “Now what?” 
stage (Graceful Atheist 2017), in which 
new learning and experimentation become 
possible, inspired fear and anxiety as well as 
excitement, “So where do I go from here? 
How do I live my life without a purpose?” 
(Cottee 2015, 170).

What have the experiences of these reli-
gious leavers added, in terms of under-
standing the unlearning process? Whilst 
leaving religion no doubt entails additional 
activities, such as relinquishing a position 
of trust or exiting a community, the basic 
unlearning model, of a trigger followed by 
periods of destabilization, discarding and 
experimentation, nevertheless seems to 
apply. Useful though it may be as a basic 
blueprint, however, Fiol and O’Connor’s 
model offers little insight into how the 
process of unlearning is actually experi-
enced.9 By using several examples from 

9	 Some organizational-studies scholars have 

the “leaving religion” literature, it has been 
possible to add further detail to the nature 
of unlearning, and to the practical, social 
and emotional costs as well as the cogni-
tive challenges arising from discarding one 
worldview and way of being in order to 
move on.

Unlearning, self-expression and finding  
a voice: a memoir of a religious leaver
To add still further to an understand-
ing of these stages, costs and challenges, 
I turn now to the in-depth testimony of 
one woman, Ali Millar, who underwent 
the painful process of leaving the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Her autobiography, The Last 
Days (Millar 2022), describes in detail the 
experience of religious leaving, and – like 
memoirs by other leavers (e.g. Lax 2015; 
Phelps-Roper 2019; Westover 2022) – 
allows the author to reflect on the doubts, 
feelings, decisions and about-turns that 
preoccupied her. In the absence of ethno-
graphic material collected explicitly with 
unlearning as its focus, autobiographies 
such as Millar’s are invaluable as insider 
accounts into the process. In addition to 
providing further evidence of the stages 
and emotional impacts of unlearning iden-
tified above, Millar highlights the import
ance of writing as a medium for self-reflec-
tion on the learning/unlearning journey. 

Millar sets her experience of leaving 
within an account of her earlier life as a 
child, adolescent and adult in the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Scotland. Entering as a baby 
with her single-parent mother, she imbibed 
and embodied the beliefs and practices of 
the movement unquestioningly, including 
teachings about Armageddon and the “last 
days”, and the movement’s understanding 

begun to address the experiential aspect of 
unlearning (e.g. Brooks, Grugulis and Cook 
2022; Burton, Vu and Hawkins 2022). 



200Approaching Religion • Vol. 14, No. 2 • April 2024 

of gender roles, sexuality, the importance of 
proselytizing above education, and the dis-
fellowshipping of wrongdoers (Millar 2022, 
3). These doctrines and values shaped her 
young self; these same doctrines and values 
had to be challenged and overcome as she 
grew away from the movement and sought 
to uncover and express a new self.

Like others writing about their journeys 
out of religion, Millar explored what first 
led her to doubt and question the move-
ment and her place within it. Although her 
early adulthood was marked by a strong 
desire to conform, to be a good and godly 
married woman and Witness, her body told 
another story, one of anorexia and depres-
sion. Aware of her own unhappiness, she 
wanted

to keep walking, away from everything. 
I want to become someone new. But 
I never do. I do what I’m expected to, 
because that’s all I’ve ever done … and 
sometimes I wonder, until it’s all I’m 
ever wondering: why I don’t just turn 
round and leave. (Millar 2022, 227) 

No single trigger is identified (Fiol and 
O’Connor 2017, 16), rather a growing sense 
of emptiness which she continues to fight, 
believing she just needs to try harder to 
conform (Millar 2022, 322). Despite having 
a friend willing to discuss leaving the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, Ali continued to resist 
her growing doubts: “We aren’t to voice our 
doubts. If we did it would make room for 
Satan” (p. 243). But global events includ-
ing 9/11 and 7/7 (London bombings, 7 July 
2005) led her to question the movement’s 
apocalyptic interpretation: “I worry I won’t 
be able to keep all these questions inside 
for much longer” (p. 255). Her ability to 
accept her role and the Jehovah’s Witness 
worldview was under threat (what Fiol and 
O’Connor refer to as destabilization). 

Interestingly, Millar – like the Graceful 
Atheist cited above – recognizes a moment 
when she crosses a line (cf. Phelps-Roper 
2019, 222). For her, this was associated with 
a period of transgression during which she 
began to socialize and drink with other 
Jehovah’s Witnesses on the margins of the 
movement and to think outside the box of 
her married life. She notes that

Without this maybe I could have gone 
back to being the dutiful wife; maybe 
I could have slowed my mind back 
down again and tried to unthink the 
things I’d begun to think about God 
and the religion, now my doubts are 
beginning to surface properly and 
become impossible to submerge. 
(Millar 2022, 280)

As this passage makes clear, by this 
time she was questioning previously held 
doctrines and attitudes to the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, and was finding it increas-
ingly difficult to keep her doubts in check. 
Things once moored and secure began to 
seem provisional, including her role, mem-
bership and reputation. Yet relinquishing 
these left her with nowhere to stand; dis-
carding her deeply held beliefs left her with 
an impossible internal space to fill. Quitting 
the church would cut her off from her most 
important anchor, her mother.

Like other religious autobiographers, 
Millar conveys the uncertainty and chal-
lenge of trying to unlearn those teachings 
and rituals embodied since childhood and 
repeatedly endorsed by the institution, its 
leaders and her mother. It was not merely 
a question of making a decision to give 
things up or exchange them for alternatives, 
though she did throw out all her Jehovah’s 
Witness publications and modest clothes. 
Discarding or letting go of her past world-
view meant rejecting her entire perspective 
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on gender roles and behaviour, on right 
and wrong, and on the world, its last days 
and the hereafter. The difficulty of doing so 
was brought into focus when the Malaysia 
Airlines flight, MH17, was shot down by 
Russian-controlled forces over Ukraine 
in 2014. Despite having left the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, divorced and then married an 
outsider, and having outwardly rejected 
the movement’s worldview, she neverthe-
less found herself inwardly believing that 
this catastrophe must be “the beginning of 
the Great Tribulation” (Millar 2022, 345). 
The breakdown that followed is an example 
of the traumatic consequences of the “reli-
gious residue” (Ebaugh 1988) that leavers 
find so hard to shake off. 

In addition, leaving the Jehovah’s Wit
nesses and unlearning everything it had 
represented meant stepping away from a 
known world into a new and strange one.

 
Now I’m on my own, the outside gets 
scarier. I know it’s somewhere I need 
to learn to live but I’m not the same as 
the people in the world. I’m scared of 
them all. I’ve been told they’re sinful 
for so long that I find the thought of 
being friends with them impossible. 
Not because I don’t want to be, but 
because I don’t know how. (Millar 
2022, 327; cf. Westover 2022; Phelps-
Roper 2019)

Overcoming a chasm of this depth calls 
for both unlearning and new or re-learning 
(depending on the age of leaver when they 
first entered the movement). Undoubtedly, 
it requires a leaver to put themselves in a 
situation where they will meet outsiders, 
and be open to learning new ideas, activ
ities and relationships. But this inevitably 
runs in parallel with continuing to chal-
lenge and let go of things that are no longer 
meaningful, practical or conducive to the 

leaver’s journey. Many leavers, like Millar, 
find this a frightening prospect and one 
for which they feel unsupported and ill-
equipped (e.g. Baffelli 2022; Cottee 2015, 
170; Westover 2022, chapter 28).

Despite some twenty per cent of Millar’s 
memoir covering the period after she 
stopped participating or engaging with the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, she gives relatively 
little attention to what Fiol and O’Connor 
refer to as a third sub-process of experi-
menting and new learning. Rather than 
this being a positive period of new-found 
freedom, joy and opportunity, it was a time 
when she continued to be drawn back to 
the movement’s worldview, subject to doubt 
and a sense of powerlessness, and fear-
ful that she would lose her precious con-
nection with her mother, who remained a 
Jehovah’s Witness. This reminds us that the 
process of unlearning is not a linear one 
with a clear beginning and end (Brooks, 
Grugulis and Cook 2022); neither is it one 
in which the subject necessarily feels in 
control (Graceful Atheist 2016). Rather, it 
is an emotionally charged time when dis-
entangling oneself from the social, behav-
ioural and ideological ties that bind is 
fraught with difficulty, a time replete with 
missteps, trials and about-turns as well as 
brave decisions (Ebaugh 1988, 113–17). 

There was one exception to Millar’s 
long experience of struggle, and that was 
her writing. In the period when she con-
tinued to attend Jehovah’s Witness meet-
ings but was socially shunned, she made 
the decision to join a creative writing class. 
As she wrote, she found that “Everything 
makes sense on the page. Nothing makes 
sense outside of it” (Millar 2022, 324). 
Increasingly, despite being continually 
drawn back by the movement’s ideology 
and her love for her mother, she felt freed 
by her writing (p. 342; cf. Lax 2015, 283; 
Westover 2022). It still held secrets – it was 
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a long time, for example, before she felt 
able to reveal to others that she had been 
a Jehovah’s Witness – but it connected her 
to outsiders and created a space for experi-
mentation. Nevertheless, she saw that “My 
tongue is tied for as long as I can’t face the 
past” (Millar 2022, 342; cf. Ebaugh 1988, 
116). She could not fully move forward 
and realize a new self without opening up 
to herself and others about her earlier life, 
beliefs and identity. This led her to begin 
writing a blog, and then finally her memoir. 

Millar highlights reading and writing as 
important media for reflecting on unlearn-
ing and the things that helped or held her 
back. For her, and others who choose to 
write about leaving religion, they proved 
to be vital for finding a voice. For Millar 
(2022, 379), writing became a ritual for 
coping with the loss of a relationship with 
her mother and, ultimately, for leaving 
both her and the movement behind. For 
other memoirists, reading engaged them 
critically with other voices and experiences 
(Lax 2015, 256; Phelps-Roper 2019, 215), 
and writing became an opportunity to take 
ownership, to become an adult (Lax 2015, 
283), or to revise one’s history and narrate a 
new self (Westover 2022, 229, 315). Writing 
provided an opportunity for self-learning 
and unlearning.

Here I have taken Millar’s memoir as 
just one example of a personal account of 
what it is like to leave a religion and a fur-
ther opportunity to consider the models of 
unlearning discussed earlier. In common 
with other memoirists, Millar does not refer 
explicitly to “unlearning”, though she does 
consider the importance of learning and 
education more broadly. Whilst it is cer-
tainly possible to identify periods of desta-
bilization, discarding and experimentation 
in her account, they are not as clear-cut and 
linear as we might expect from the process 
model set out by Fiol and O’Connor (2017, 

16). Instead, the process was iterative, with 
many about-turns. It was buffeted by self-
doubt, anxiety and other emotions, and 
by the critical responses of others, includ-
ing her mother and the movement’s elders. 
Rather than being a process controlled by 
Millar, she often felt powerless. But writ-
ing, in particular, allowed her to explore 
her past journey, express herself and look 
forward. 

The social nature of religious unlearning: 
agency and coercion
In the previous sections, in addition to con-
sidering the adequacy of a stage model from 
organizational studies (Fiol and O’Connor 
2017), I drew on first-hand testimonies by 
religious leavers to develop the discussion 
of unlearning experiences and emotions, 
both areas identified as in need of fur-
ther research (Klammer and Gueldenberg 
2019; Visser 2017). Other areas included 
the social nature and levels of unlearn-
ing (Brooks, Grugulis and Cook 2022; 
Burton, Vu and Hawkins 2022; Klammer 
and Gueldenberg 2019), and power, agency 
and consent (Brooks, Grugulis and Cook 
2022) – all of which are relevant in the case 
of leaving religion. 

As the testimonies of religious leav-
ers suggested earlier, unlearning is never 
solely an individual journey and is always a 
matter of struggle with others. Leaders, col-
leagues, family and friends all have a stake 
in both the decision to leave and the pro-
cess of getting there, of doubting, question-
ing, letting go and rejecting things that were 
once embodied and self-defining. Cottee’s 
respondents, for example, talked of family 
arguments when they stopped praying, fast-
ing and attending the mosque, and of the 
shame arising from lying and pretending to 
be a good Muslim. Several autobiographers 
revealed the extent to which family mem-
bers and elders, perhaps understandably, 
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sought to keep them within the fold by 
warning of the serious consequences of 
rejecting the theology or ceasing to uphold 
religious practices. Millar (2022, 316) wor-
ried about the stark choice facing her: “I 
can’t doubt the organization and keep her 
[her mother].” Megan Phelps-Roper (2019, 
160), raised at the heart of the Westboro 
Baptist Church, found herself painfully at 
odds with its elders and the church’s teach-
ings: “My heart hammered, full of terror 
at the seditious thought taking hold in my 
mind – would God snuff me out this very 
moment?” The emotional and ideological 
pressures brought to bear by others – but 
equally affirmed by leavers’ own embodied 
religious socialization – left them feel-
ing “unmoored” (p. 204) and unsure of 
how “to build a bridge from one world to 
the next” (Millar 2022, 261). These pres-
sures led to indecisiveness and repeated 
cycles of doubt, transgression, separation 
and return, before they finally left for good. 
Tara Westover (2022, 298), who recounts 
a tortuous path towards selfhood which 
required her to challenge fundamental-
ist Mormon teachings on the apocalypse, 
a woman’s place, and the evils of educa-
tion and medical treatment, acknowledged 
that true freedom would only be possible 
if she were able to overcome her feelings 
of powerlessness, gain control of her own 
mind and rid herself of “self-coercion” or 
“mental slavery”.

The epitome of coercion in religious exit 
narratives is found not in accounts about 
leaving voluntarily but in those about the 
forcible removal of individuals from reli-
gious or spiritual groups. A key arena for 
considering this has been “deprogram-
ming” (Bromley 1988; Richardson 2011), 
a cold-war concept deriving from the idea 
that people could be “brainwashed” or pro-
grammed by groups or states deemed dan-
gerous by mainstream society (McCloud 

2004). From the 1970s to the 1990s, especi
ally in the US, deprogramming involved 
kidnapping or other methods of abduction 
of “brainwashed” sons and daughters from 
“cults”, followed by a process of thought-
reform or re-education. Thought-reform 
consultants, including Ted Patrick and 
Rick Alan Ross, systematically removed 
vulnerable individuals on behalf of their 
families, and employed various tech-
niques to get them to relinquish their reli-
gious beliefs and affiliation (Bromley 1988; 
Darnell and Shupe 2017; McCloud 2004). 
In an infamous 1990s case involving the 
Cult Awareness Network, Jason Scott – a 
member of Life Tabernacle Church – was 
abducted: “He was told in the firmest words 
that he would not be set free until the depro-
gramming was concluded which, in prac-
tical terms, meant he had to renounce the 
Pentecostal faith and agree to leave the Life 
Tabernacle Church” (Darnell and Shupe 
2017, chapter 5). Renunciation and leav-
ing were the goals, and the process – often 
violent, abusive and designed to break the 
spirit – was directed towards them. Scott 
experienced “five days of personal criti-
cisms, belittling of his beliefs and of Jason’s 
girlfriend and his pastor, and diatribes … 
on the errors of conservative Protestantism 
and Christianity” (ibid., chapter 5); he was 
made to watch videos on New Age religions 
and “channelling”, subjects that had noth-
ing to do with Pentecostalism. He gained 
his freedom by pretending to acquiesce to 
his captors. Although Scott exercised per-
sonal agency after several days of depro-
gramming (and eventually brought a court 
case against the Cult Awareness Network), 
this was only after his deprogrammers had 
sought to destabilize him and persuade 
him to discard his prior beliefs, practices 
and attachments. Coerced unlearning, in 
this case, did not work, but it was certainly 
attempted.
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A further case – this time of collective 
rather than individual unlearning – illus-
trates a similar process of failed coercion. 
Since 2013, the Chinese State has detained 
a large cohort of the Uighur population 
in north-west China, with the aim of “de-
extremification”. According to Adrian Zenz 
(2019, 124), this “healthy heart campaign” 
of thought-reform has been “a core instru-
ment for achieving lasting social control” 
and “arguably the country’s most intense 
campaign of coercive social re-engineer-
ing since the Cultural Revolution”. One 
Uighur woman, Gulbahar Haitiwaji (2021), 
has testified to the enforced practices 
she experienced in the “transformation-
through-education” camps in Xinjiang. She 
described a process that was collective and 
coercive, and presented as educational. It 
involved physical training and classroom-
based work in which

We were ordered to deny who we 
were. To spit on our own traditions, 
our beliefs. To criticize our language. 
To insult our own people … I was 
made to believe that my loved ones, 
my husband and my daughter, were 
terrorists. (Haitiwaji 2021) 

This stripping away of personal iden-
tity and collective traditions was then fol-
lowed by a lengthy “re-education” process, 
“teaching us how to be Chinese” (Haitiwaji 
2021; cf. Richardson 2011). In Haitiwaji’s 
account, it is clear that open resistance was 
impossible as it could lead to intimidation 
or the arrest of family members as well as 
punishments of various kinds. The pro-
cess was collective, but it was experienced 
individually as people could not open up to 
one another. Just as Scott feigned his acqui-
escence, Haitiwaji (2021) submitted and 
made false confessions: “I didn’t believe a 
word of what I was saying to them. I simply 

did my best to be a good actor.”
Whilst examples clearly exist of at

tempts to deprogramme and re-educate 
individuals and even whole groups, what is 
less clear is whether it is actually possible to 
force people against their will to let go of or 
unlearn their previous religious commit-
ments, practices and identities. These are 
just two examples, of course. Any conclu-
sion on whether force works when it comes 
to unlearning needs more examples and a 
more thorough analysis. 

Although individuals generally choose 
to discard redundant beliefs or practices, 
in a minority of cases they are forcibly 
coerced. However, even when they elect 
to do so, their unlearning is profoundly 
affected by others – those left behind, 
including leaders, family members and 
colleagues, and outsiders, including other 
formers who may offer support or sanctu-
ary. Religious leavers’ unlearning journeys 
are social experiences, that nearly always 
include some kind of ideological tug-
of-war. As earlier examples have shown, 
“unlearners” are rarely full agents of their 
own destinies: insiders may use teachings 
and techniques to keep members within 
the fold; and outsiders may apply pressure 
to make them relinquish previously held 
views and behaviours. 

Unlearning: a viable concept for the study 
of religions?
I suggested earlier that unlearning is part of 
an intentional, dynamic and iterative learn-
ing cycle which may occur at any point in 
a religious/spiritual career or journey, not 
least of all whilst “leaving”. As leavers make 
this journey, they face doubts and questions 
about previously held beliefs and practices, 
when and how to withdraw from social 
and ideological commitments, and how to 
reconfigure their identity and relationship 
with the world. This process is personal 
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and informal; generally, individuals face it 
alone, with no formal or official resources 
to guide them on their unlearning journey. 
And, although the process outlined by Fiol 
and O’Connor (2017) – a trigger or cata-
lyst, followed by stages of destabilization, 
discarding and experimenting – could be 
seen in accounts by religious leavers, it was 
always entangled in a complex web of emo-
tions, power relations, and self-reflection 
and criticism. It was further confounded by 
the presence of other experiences not obvi-
ously represented in the original model. 
Perhaps the most compelling of these was 
the sense voiced by many leavers of being 
confronted by a boundary or Rubicon that 
had to be crossed, sometimes repeatedly 
(Graceful Atheist 2017; Millar 2022; 
Phelps-Roper 2019). Another – more an 
accompanying presence than a separate 
stage – was the recurrence of a “religious 
residue” (Ebaugh 1988; Van Tongeren et al. 
2021) that could not be shaken off because 
it was so deeply socialized and embedded. 
Linked to this was the abiding sense that 
the process was never fully complete: it 
involved repeated about-turns, and made 
leavers question their decisions.

Examining “unlearning” in the con-
text of religious leaving, then, raised some 
issues about modelling the process and its 
stages, and about its order and circular-
ity. Furthermore, looking closely at tes-
timonies by religious leavers supported 
the claim by some organizational-studies 
scholars that there were important matters 
related to unlearning that had yet to be fully 
addressed, including the experiences and 
feelings of unlearners, and issues of agency 
and consent. The subject of leaving religion 
proved to be fertile ground for doing so, but 
raised a further question. To what extent 
were leavers’ challenging experiences and 
feelings a response to leaving as opposed to 
unlearning? This is hard to answer because, 

although the two are not identical, they are 
interwoven, with the various activities of 
leaving offering opportunities for un/learn-
ing. Examining unlearning at a different 
point in the spiritual life-cycle might help 
to answer this question. 

As Wenger (1998) argued, social learn-
ing activates and involves meaning, prac-
tice, community and identity. What is 
learned, especially in a religious or spiritual 
context, becomes deeply rooted in one’s per-
sonhood, relationships and worldview. The 
leavers cited here expressed just how hard it 
was to separate themselves from or give up 
those things that had previously constituted 
their identities. These were lodged in their 
minds and bodies and on their tongues as 
gestures, memories, dispositions, routines, 
and as lenses for viewing and interpreting 
self, others and the world. Concepts such as 
“letting go” (Annunen 2022), “discarding” 
(Hedberg 1981), even “unlearning” itself 
barely do justice to the experiences and 
associated emotions to which leavers testi-
fied. These terms, as well as etic terminol-
ogy such as “apostasy” or “deconversion”, 
were rarely used by the actors themselves. 
Rather, they referred to doubts and ques-
tions, suppressing or unthinking thoughts 
or beliefs, and stopping or giving things up. 
And, when it came to transitioning away 
from established beliefs, practices and rela-
tionships, they said they felt in-between, 
split or torn, that they desired to run, 
walk away or break free, but found them-
selves going back or about-turning. Many 
referred to a moment or crisis when they 
crossed a line or Rubicon, and after which 
they struggled to find a new path, voice or 
self. The entire process was a cognitive and 
emotional roller-coaster, fraught with diffi-
culty and a sense of being powerless, even 
coerced. 

Whilst the academic researcher must 
take seriously the responsibility to organize 
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and analyse what actors say about their ex
periences, and to build models and develop 
new concepts, the language actors use 
remains crucial to these tasks. It should not 
be forgotten that the religious leavers cited 
here, who often referred to earlier learning 
and the role of education, never used the 
term “unlearning”, but selected other ways 
of describing the process of moving away 
from previously held beliefs, practices and 
commitments. At the very least this raises 
a question for scholars of religion thinking 
of working with the concept of “unlearn-
ing”. What is the significance, if any, of this 
verbal mismatch? “Unlearning” may have 
its uses as a social scientific concept, but it 
is not an emic one. The danger may be that 
what appears to be a verbal mismatch may 
in fact be a semantic one. For this point 
to be answered, further analysis – includ-
ing ethnographic research – will be needed 
to establish whether “unlearning” is an 
appropriate term for describing and ana-
lysing what happens when religious/spirit-
ual actors reject or give up embodied com-
mitments, or just an unnecessary or even 
unhelpful conceptual import from another 
discipline for which there might be better 
alternatives (Howells and Scholderer 2016, 
459). 
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